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 Abstract 
 
 
 
This thesis takes as its central question what it is to “hear” the soundscapes in the British 
modernist writer Virginia Woolf’s novels. This notion of “hearing” responds to the 
thriving field of Sound Studies (and its active interaction with literary studies, and 
Modernist Studies in particular) in the last twenty or thirty years. It means to reflect on 
how modern technologically mediated auditory perception influences Woolf’s formal 
experimentation and the construction of literary soundscapes in her novels. Modern 
auditory perception generates new modes of hearing, i.e. acousmatic hearing, 
indiscriminate hearing, unconscious hearing and synesthetic hearing, each of which will 
be applied to the study of soundscapes in Woolf’s novels. Based on Murray Schafer’s 
soundscape scheme, Steven Connor’s concept of audiovision, as well as Angela Frattarola 
and other scholars’ theories in Sound Studies, this study will evaluate such auditory 
processes in Woolf’s novels as the unconscious hearing of keynote sound, ambient sound 
(noise), sounds of synesthetic effect, and elliptical sound. Hearing Woolf’s novels in these 
ways provides auditory access to Woolf’s modernist aesthetics, especially in terms of how 
she incorporates modern auditory experiences into the narrative to make her novels sound 
differently from their realist predecessors, how she attunes the reader’s ear to listen 
differently to Beethoven’s music, the ambient sounds in the Age of Noise, sounds in older 
art forms (i.e. Greek chorus and elegy), and the intersensory transaction among different 
art forms. More generally, the thesis will address how Woolf makes aesthetic use of the 
“magic formula” of auditory perception as a way of navigating the “crisis of 
representation” of the Real in the modernist period.  
 
 
 
 
  
1  
Introduction 
 
 
 
“What novels do you write?” she asked. 
“I want to write a novel about Silence,” he said; “the things people don’t say. 
But the difficulty is immense.” (VO, pp.241-2) 
 
This conversation takes place between Rachel Vinrace and Terence Hewet in Woolf’s 
first novel The Voyage Out (1915). Though we cannot necessarily attribute what the 
character says – “I want to write a novel about Silence” – to Woolf’s own motives, 
this talking of writing a novel about Silence is textual evidence that draws our 
attention to the study of sound in Woolf’s novels. Silence is not a sound, but an anti-
sound, or non-sound. If sound points to “that which is or may be heard” (OED) in a 
physical sense, there is no physical matter, whether timbre or volume or frequency, 
etc., that makes “silence” a sound. However, this anti-sound or non-sound quality 
constitutes a basic dialectic of sound in novels that write about silence. In “On Not 
Listening to Modernism” (2017), Julian Murphet writes, there is “a literary tendency, 
across modernism’s long arc, to gesture toward sounds that cannot or should not be 
heard, or at a utopian Silence beyond hearing – to ask us not to listen,” and this 
“burgeoning literary interest in a sound that cannot or should not be heard is a 
fascination that pertains to what Badiou calls the ‘Century,’ the twentieth century and 
its all-consuming ‘passion for the real’” (pp.20-1). Murphet’s precise observation is 
especially pertinent to the issue of writing about Silence in Woolf’s novels. But it 
raises a fundamental question, what is “the real”? And how does the “passion for the 
real” influence modernist writing about silence and sound in general?  
 
Philosophically, “the real” is considered as “the cause” for the world. Murphet quotes 
from Lacan who suggests, “il n’y a de cause que de ce qui cloche,” which is usually 
translated as “there is a cause only in something that doesn’t work” (p.21). In other 
words, essentially a negation always exists in the cause, and in the real as well. 
Considering that the French phrase “qui cloche” is a pun, that is, “the cause in the 
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Real both ‘doesn’t work’ and ‘rings’ like a bell,” Murphet thus suggests, “The Real is 
a lapse within symbolic or imaginary space, but that lapse is itself heard as a peal or 
audible tear in the fabric of sense. For the modernists, […] this conviction (that the 
Real is a pealing noise stemming from a crisis of representation) is a constant and 
critical concern, with the added stipulation that, […] it must or should not be listened 
to, or cannot be heard” (p.21). In fact, Murphet’s statement gets to the central issue: 
that is, the Real (or the utopian Silence beyond hearing) is the cause for the “crisis of 
representation” in the Century of Modernism, for modernists are striving to represent 
what resists representation. As Woolf’s persona admits, “I want to write a novel about 
Silence, but the difficulty is immense.”  
 
As to this “crisis of representation” in Modernism, perhaps we only need to think of 
Woolf’s critique of Edwardian materialist writers represented by Mr Bennett, and her 
famous image of life as “a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope” which 
exceeds the traditional, materialist way of representation (“Modern Fiction,” p.160). 
Elsewhere she asserts that “on or about December 1910 human character changed,” 
and concomitantly, “All human relations have shifted, […] And when human 
relations change there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics and 
literature” (“Character in Fiction,” pp.421-2). In the same essay Woolf vividly 
describes this change in literature: “so the smashing and the crashing began. Thus it is 
that we hear all round us, in poems and novels and biographies, even in newspaper 
articles and essays, the sound of breaking and falling, crashing and destruction. It is 
the prevailing sound of the Georgian age […] it is the sound of […] axes that we hear 
– a vigorous and stimulating sound in my ears – unless of course you wish to sleep” 
(“Character in Fiction,” pp.433-5). Woolf’s profound observations regarding the 
nature of representation in literature dwell in an acute “hearing” of the crashing and 
destruction, breaking and falling. This precisely matches Murphet’s proposition of “a 
pealing noise stemming from a crisis of representation.” In other words, Woolf hears 
the “lapse” or “audible tear” in the symbolic space, and decides to write about it in her 
novels no matter how immense the difficulty might be.  
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This thesis proposes to follow Woolf’s “hearing” and to explore how she transfigures 
that “audible tear” into literary soundscapes in her novels. But a question linked to the 
“fabric of sense” arises; that is, why do we place particular emphasis on the sense of 
“hearing” if the Real is to be represented? What makes the sense of “hearing” stand 
out especially in time of the modernist crisis of representation? This question goes to 
the heart of the central topic and its theoretical support in this thesis, of which chapter 
one will give a detailed account. Briefly, it can be explained in the following aspects. 
First, even though hearing is only one among the five (or six) senses (sight, hearing, 
taste, smell, touch, and/or extrasensory perception) by which human beings 
experience and perceive the world, it plays a central role in many important 
hypotheses concerning the mysterious existence of the universe: for example, the Big 
Bang theory, the Pythagorean Music of the Spheres, and many associated themes of 
the literary imagination. Whether it is the Big Bang, or the Music of the Spheres, it is 
in a large part human beings’ auditory interpretation of the world. Further, if we think 
of Walter Pater’s famous maxim that “all the arts in common aspiring towards the 
principle of music” (The Renaissance, p.86), the important role that sound plays in 
artistic creation is apparent. Then, why is sound given such preferential status in the 
interpretation of the world? Simply speaking, one important reason might be that it 
shares a similarly transparent quality that resists representation as that of the Real.  
 
A study of “hearing” in Woolf’s novels is timely due to developments in Sound 
Studies in recent decades and the close affinity to literary studies, especially of 
modernist literature. In her appeal to “developing an ear for the modernist novel,” 
Angela Frattarola (2009) points out two vital factors that lead to the “heightened 
attention to sound and auditory experience in the modernist novel” (p.132). One is the 
development of auditory technologies from the late nineteenth century, and the other 
is a twentieth-century “crisis of ocularcentrism” (pp.132-4). The former points to the 
influence of modern auditory technologies, such as the invention of the telephone 
(1876), microphone (1876), phonograph (1878), wireless (1899) and radio (1906), on 
modernist writers’ auditory perception of the world, and consequently their aesthetic 
transfiguration of the changed perception into literary works; whereas the latter points 
more to a philosophical paradigm of thinking. The term “crisis of ocularcentrism” is 
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put forward by Martin Jay (1988), who proposes that there is a “deep-seated distrust 
of the privileging of sight” reflected in a group of French theorists including Michel 
Foucault, Luce Irigaray, Emmanuel Levinas and Georges Bataille (Frattarola 2009, 
p.135).  
 
According to Frattarola, behind this privileging of sight is a visual paradigm of 
thinking that emphasizes “the dual nature of the Gaze, the one practical and 
aggressively active, the other theoretical and contemplative, panoramic, stationary, 
unmoved, dispassionate, disembodied, outside time and space” (Levin, qtd. in 
Frattarola 2009, p.136). In contrast auditory perception allows for “a more fluid, 
mobile and voluminous conception of space, in which the observer-observed duality 
and distinctions between separated points and plane dissolve” (Connor, qtd. in 
Frattarola 2009, p.137). Though there seems a distinctive gulf between vision and 
audition, Frattarola is very cautious of this “artificial dualism” between the two. In her 
most recent study Modernist Soundscape: Auditory Technology and the Novel (2018), 
she reiterates this caution and states that she is “not in hopes of affirming a dualism 
between vision and audition, but to demonstrate how modernist writers imply this 
distinction” (p.6). For if there were a “crisis of ocularcentrism,” she suggests:  
 
Crisis implies that perception in the past was somehow authentic or without 
problems and that modernist formal experimentation came from a negative 
experience of disorientation. While there undoubtedly was turmoil in this 
period – indeed, it is one of the period’s defining characteristics – we can just 
as easily tell a story of modernism in which writers revel in the destabilization 
of vision. Perhaps modernist writers even aided in compromising the 
dominance of the eye, intentionally subverting the power of vision and 
resorting instead to auditory experience. (p.23. italics in original) 
 
Following Frattarola’s lead, we can say that Woolf is one of the modernist writers 
who participates in this process of “subverting the power of vision and filling this 
perceptive vacuum with auditory experience” (2009, p.135). As noted above, Woolf is 
acutely aware of the prevailing sound of crashing and destruction, breaking and 
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falling in modern times, and as to the changes in auditory technologies, she has her 
opinion expressed in her essays as well. In “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” (1927), 
she asks, “What has changed, what has happened, what has put the writer now at such 
an angle that he cannot put his mind straight into the old channels of English poetry?” 
(E4, p.432). At this point she actually refers to the “crisis of representation” in 
modernist literature, and suggests, “Some sort of answer may be suggested by a walk 
through the streets of any large town. The long avenue of brick is cut up into boxes, 
each of which is inhabited by a different human being who has put locks on his doors 
and bolts on his windows to insure some privacy, yet is linked to his fellows by wires 
which pass overhead, by waves of sound which pour through the roof and speak aloud 
to him of battles and murders and strikes and revolutions all over the world” (E4, 
pp.432-3). In this statement, two important technologies are mentioned: electrical 
wires and the wireless. In other words, Woolf notices how the modern auditory 
technologies have radically changed the communicative channels between people. 
People are more connected by wires that “pass overhead” and wireless telegraphy 
than face-to-face communication. The separation between the sound source and the 
receiver amplified by the auditory technologies is reflected in Woolf’s statement.  
 
Elsewhere, Woolf even asserts the need to “make the necessary alternation in 
perspective, draw in those filaments of sensibility which the moderns have so 
marvelously developed, use instead the ear and the eye which the moderns have so 
basely starved, hear words as they are laughed and shouted, not as they are printed in 
black letters on the page, see before your eyes the changing faces and living bodies of 
men and women – put yourself, in short, into a different but not more elementary 
stage of your reading development” (E4, p.67). Woolf’s attitudes toward modern 
technologies seem negative, for she thought they starved the human ear and eye in 
terms of living hearing and seeing in flesh. However, we should be reminded that 
“Woolf’s denouncement of wireless [and modern technologies in general] is 
emblematic of a particular period where norms of attentiveness were deeply affected 
by political and national unease” as Jane Lewty (2007) acutely notes (p.156). If we 
read closely into Woolf’s statement, we find what she really denounces are news of 
the battles, murders, strikes and revolutions all over the world that are transmitted 
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through the wires and the wireless, not the technologies themselves. In other words, 
more than the technologies themselves, what Woolf criticizes is the general social-
cultural-political climate that envelopes the age, which elsewhere she prefers to call 
“Nin Crot and Pully” (qtd. in Silver 1979, p.403).  
 
In the extant drafts of Woolf’s last essay “Anon” (which is to trace the birth and death 
of the anonymous singer and the general development of English literature), she 
writes, “If science were so advanced that we could at this moment X ray the singer’s 
mind we should find a nimbus surrounding the song; a stream of influences. Some we 
can name – education; class; the pressure of society. But they are so many, and so 
interwoven and so obscure that it is simpler to invent for them nonsense names – say 
Nin Crot and Pully. Nin Crot and Pully are always at their work, tugging, obscuring, 
distorting” (qtd. in Silver, p.403). Though Woolf mentions X-rays here, more visual 
than auditory, her technological imagination concerning influences “so interwoven 
and so obscure” to literature is obvious and intriguing. As Frattarola (2018) suggests, 
indeed “technology […] is secondary to aesthetics in the modernist novel,” and while 
“auditory technologies play only minor roles within the modernist novels of [her] 
study,” “their influence can be discerned in how these novelists meticulously describe 
characters listening to one another and the soundscape, as well as the ways in which 
they experiment with form to make their novels sound out” (p.3). In a similar way, 
this study will consider influences of auditory technologies on Woolf’s novels in a 
broader social-cultural-political context rather than limiting itself to the technologies 
themselves.   
 
In another essay “The Cinema” (1926), Woolf provides a critical view on the coming 
of the new art, and articulates what she thinks of its relationship with traditional print 
narrative – literature. She argues that cinema has “taken on a quality which does not 
belong to the simple photograph of real life. They have become not more beautiful, in 
the sense in which pictures are beautiful, but shall we call it (our vocabulary is 
miserably insufficient) more real, or real with a different reality from that which we 
perceive in daily life. We behold them as they are when we are not there. We see life 
as it is when we have no part in it. As we gaze we seem to be removed from the 
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pettiness of actual existence, its cares, its conventions” (E4, p.349). In this statement, 
though the focus seems not to fall upon the sense of “hearing,” but sight, it touches on 
the essential issue we mentioned before, that is, the representation of the Real. The 
“lapse” in the symbolic space, whether it is visual or auditory, is reflected in the art of 
cinema. As Woolf suggests, there is “a different reality from that which we perceive 
in daily life,” but when faced with how to describe this “different reality,” regrettably 
“our vocabulary is miserably insufficient.” This insufficiency in the function of words 
again points to the “crisis of representation” in modern age.  
 
Thus, Woolf proposes, if the cinema means to “make itself intelligible,” and ceases to 
function as “a parasite” upon other art forms (like literature), “some new symbol for 
expressing thought” – “[s]omething abstract, something moving, something calling 
only for the very slightest help from words or from music” – needs to be discovered 
(E4, p.351). In fact, this calling for “some new symbol for expressing thought” is not 
just a necessity for filmmakers, but a necessity for modernist writers like Woolf 
herself as well. The question is that modernist writers cannot avoid help from words, 
no matter how “miserably insufficient” the word might be in the face of this 
modernist crisis of representation. One solution is to adapt and to make sense of these 
new technologies, and mediate them into modernist writing. As Sara Danius (2002) 
suggests, indeed “modernist aesthetics […] is an index of a technologically mediated 
crisis of the senses, a perceptual crisis that ultimately cuts across the question of art as 
such” (p.1). Accordingly, technologically mediated writing calls for a technologically 
mediated study, and Sound Studies plays an essential role in fulfilling this 
requirement.  
 
In this context, this thesis takes as its task to evaluate how Woolf makes sense of the 
new auditory technologies, and how she mediates them into her writing to construct 
soundscapes that meditate on the “Nin Crot and Pully” of the modernist age. 
Specifically, critical evaluation of six of Woolf novels forms the core in this thesis: 
The Voyage Out (1915) in Chapter Two, Jacob’s Room (1922) in Chapter Three, Mrs 
Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927) in Chapter Four, The Waves (1931) in 
Chapter Five, and Between the Acts (1941) in Chapter Six. These choices are 
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deliberate. Though they do not cover Woolf’s all novels, they reflect distinctive 
aspects of Woolf’s critical thinking on sound and auditory technologies, and the 
interaction between her auditory perception and her formal experiment in novel 
writing. In general terms, drawing on Murray Schafer’s soundscape scheme, Steven 
Connor’s concept of audiovision, as well as Angela Frattarola and other scholars’ 
theories in Sound Studies, this thesis will evaluate such auditory processes in Woolf’s 
novels, and demonstrate how Woolf negotiates the problem of representing the Real. 
 
As to Schafer’s soundscape scheme, we will focus on an important concept, that is, 
unconscious listening to the keynote sound, and make it an initial access to the study 
of hearing (listening to) Woolf’s novels. Considering Schafer’s inadequate discussion 
of the concept of unconscious listening, we turn to the psychoanalytical and semiotic 
theories on the unconscious and unconscious listening from Sigmund Freud and 
Roland Barthes, and apply them to the unconscious hearing of Beethoven’s music 
(which is taken as the keynote sound in Woolf’s works) in The Voyage Out, and then 
in Jacob’s Room. The chapters discuss how Woolf mediates on the complex 
relationships among words, music, noise, and sound in general, and develops her 
modernist aesthetics on novel writing. In terms of the theories of Steven Connor and 
Angela Frattarola, the thesis mainly benefits from Connor’s idea of audiovision and 
Frattarola’s reflection on the rise of sound studies as an anti-ocularcentrism trend and 
her suggestion on diluting the artificial division between vision and sound. This 
concept of audiovisual synthesis thus guides the general analytical trajectory of this 
thesis to push the sound-oriented hearing (of Beethoven’s music in The Voyage Out 
and the street noises in Jacob’s Room) to the synesthetic hearing that calls for the full 
interplays of all senses in Woolf’s three most representative experimental novels – 
Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse and The Waves. The synesthetic hearing of the three 
novels concerns on the one hand the formalist experimentation that Woolf dedicates 
to novel writing, encompassing her audiovisual thinking and modernist dialogues with 
the traditional literary genres such as Greek tragedy (especially “chorus” in Greek 
tragedy) and elegy, and the fine arts (especially the Abstract Arts); and on the other 
hand discusses how such audiovisually formalist experimentation on novel writing 
(which accordingly transforms her novels into soundscapes of synesthetic effects) also 
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functions as powerful political critiques on broader social-cultural issues including 
gender, history and war. Yet, as the quotation from  Lacan earlier in the thesis claims, 
“il n’y a de cause que de ce qui cloche,” the interrogation of the audiovisual hearing 
of Woolf’s novels needs to consider the existential “negation” in the cause (or in the 
representation of the real) as well. Thus, the final chapter turns to the study of an 
elliptical “point” in Pointz Hall (the working title for Between the Acts) and 
investigates how Woolf constructs a literary soundscape through an elliptical hearing 
of history in her last novel.  
 
More specifically, this study of “hearing” begins with Woolf’s first novel The Voyage 
Out, which also signals her decisive break with narrative convention, marking her 
intention to experiment with the method of novel writing. A particular focus in this 
novel is how Woolf instructs us “not to listen” to Beethoven’s music –  considered to 
be the keynote sound in Woolf’s works – by her “unconscious” ekphrasis of 
Beethoven’s work (Op. 112) in its absence. This instruction “not to listen” 
corresponds with Schaffer’s concept of unconscious listening to keynote sounds in the 
lo-fi auditory environment of the modern age. However, Woolf’s project differs from 
Schafer’s purification project that seeks to create a hi-fi auditory environment through 
certain clear hearing training. Woolf promotes the act of unconscious listening in her 
work, providing her with a new way to write about Beethoven’s music (and sound in 
general): that is, to write in the absence of the original work, and alternatively operate 
it with an inattentiveness to let the “totality” of music emerge unconsciously. By un-
writing Beethoven’s Op. 112 in The Voyage Out, Woolf actually creates a rhythmical 
soundscape in the festive ball scene where everyone can dance and is led to dance out 
of the enclosed circle of patriarchy around the Mulberry Tree.  
 
Following the unconscious hearing of Beethoven’s music in The Voyage Out, Chapter 
Three continues to evaluate this “keynote sound” in Jacob’s Room, but turning to a 
different quality of “about-ness” and its affinity with “ambient music” in the twentieth 
century. Particularly, this chapter traces the development of the musical concept of 
“ambience” by studying the theories of Erik Satie (1866-1925), John Cage (1912-
1992) and Brian Eno (1948- ), and discusses how this concept of “ambience” can be 
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applied to the interpretation of the modernist “about-ness” of Beethoven’s music in 
Jacob’s Room. The “ambient” effect of music resists a fixed sound source and 
embraces unexpectedness in live performance, emphasizing the ambient vibration in 
the soundscape. This effect matches Woolf’s rhythmical writing plan, enabling her to 
write the novel by changing its style “at will.” Correspondingly, Woolf creates an 
ambient soundscape in this novel by incorporating ambient noises that redefine the 
discourse of Silence. Further, by re-writing the feminine wilderness through the 
nonsensical singing of the old blind woman on the street, Woolf challenges the male-
dominated narrative convention and the gender-power system of patriarchy. 
 
If the previous two chapters focus on Woolf’s literary participation in the auditory, 
challenging the ocularcentric paradigm of thinking in patriarchy by highlighting the 
act of unconscious listening and incorporating ambient noises into the de-centered 
soundscapes, the next two chapters are less focused on the artificial dualism between 
vision and audition, but instead turn to emphasize Woolf’s tendency for establishing 
more incorporative audiovisual soundscapes in her more formally experimental 
novels, Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse and The Waves. Accordingly, these chapters 
discuss how Woolf trespasses the boundaries of the senses and create soundscapes of 
synesthesia (from different approaches) in the three novels, pointing to complex 
audiovisual experiences that suggest openness, intimacy and possibilities for forging 
“new communal connections” (Frattarola 2018, p.5).  
 
In Mrs Dalloway Woolf adapts the dramatic technique of the “chorus” (rooted in the 
ancient Greek choral tradition) to construct a soundscape of synesthesia that calls for 
all senses to come into play. In this novel, the chorus functions as a kind of “musical 
hieroglyph” through which certain kinds of knowledge and wisdom are envisioned or 
audiovisualized as the subjects relinquish their subjectivity to a state of Dionysiac 
annihilation and communion with the primordial being of Oneness. This synesthetic 
choral singing constitutes an ever-felt presence in the novel that connects different 
threads of narrative together, not through meaningful words but rather nonsensical 
rhythm resistant to meaning. In To the Lighthouse the concept of the chorus continues 
to work, but fictively, choral singing is composed of two basic sounds: the sound of 
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the sea and the sound of mourning, which work underground to arouse our sonic 
imaginations and incite us to think trans-sensationally while reading. Tactfully, the 
two sounds are further combined into Lily’s elegiac painting, which is considered as 
another form of “musical hieroglyph” that works to inaugurate the synesthetic effect 
of the novel. The examination of soundscapes in the two novels illustrates how the 
older forms of arts (Greek chorus and elegy) can be adapted by cooperating with the 
modern auditory experiences to sound differently from its realist predecessors.  
 
Chapter Five examines the soundscape of synesthesia in The Waves, but from a 
different “point” of view. Generally, this “point” is a basic element that gains access 
to the Russian avant-garde painter Wassily Kandinsky’s (1866-1944) realm of 
abstract art and his theory of “Inner Sound.” According to Kandinsky, if deprived of 
its practical-purposive duty, the “point” would become an independent entity and 
have its “inner sound” resonate with vibration (Point and Line to Plane 1926, pp.540-
1). Based on this “Inner Sound” theory, Kandinsky remolds Wagner’s 
Gesamtkunstwerk model into an abstract colour-sound-movement triad in which the 
realist relationships of plot, morality, causality, etc., are obliterated, and the inner 
necessity (sound) becomes the only source. In other words, the “point” as an 
audiovisual nexus links colour, sound and movement into an abstract soundscape of 
synesthetic effect. In The Waves, Woolf’s “atomic” imagination of the novel 
corresponds with Kandinsky’s theory of the “point” with “inner sound.” Woolf makes 
aesthetic use of “point” and “sound” to create a synesthetic soundscape in which 
every “atom” is sonically saturated and all things are abstractly connected. 
Differences among senses are trespassed, and new communal connections among 
individuals are established to perceive a sonically-saturated subjectivity and world.  
 
Chapter Six examines Woolf’s last novel Between the Acts which is considered to be 
“her most sound-oriented novel” by some critics (Frattarola 2018, p.88). In this 
chapter, the sound of the “point” persists, yet this time the “point” is not supposed to 
be fully saturated. Instead, its “elliptical” nature will be highlighted: the sound (or 
point) is not a stable matter, but vexed in a transitive state between becoming and 
eclipsing, appearing and disappearing. This “elliptical” nature of sound (point) sets 
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the basic tone of the novel, as its title Between the Acts designates. Importantly, this 
“elliptical” nature of sound (point) is identified with the “address gap” often occurring 
in wireless transmission. Woolf acutely captures this elliptical nature of wireless 
technology, and tactfully transforms this auditory experience of ellipsis into her 
literary creation. Further, considering the setting of the novel in the pre-wartime 
(WWII) context (mid-June of 1939), the intentional “address gap” or “ellipsis” in the 
narrative time is of significant political value. It contains Woolf’s profound thinking 
on war, history, culture and civilization in general, and from this social-cultural-
political perspective, we connect this idea of the “point” with Walter Benjamin’s 
(1892-1940) “monadic” moments of now-time in a dynamic past-present-future 
triangulation. This entails a revolutionary chance to liberate the voice of the 
anonymous and the oppressed. Though in Woolf’s novel there is no actual political 
revolution in Benjamin’s sense, the monadic moments in Between the Acts are 
sonically intensified to bring about revolutions in language and writing by substituting 
modernist “liberated prose” for traditional “epic writing” in historical narrative.   
 
Through an examination of soundscapes in Woolf’s novels, this thesis approaches her 
modernist aesthetics from a sonically mediated perspective that is both connected 
with modernist auditory technologies and various art forms (traditional and avant-
garde, literature, music, painting, drama, etc.). Though “hearing” in this thesis is by 
necessity selective and limited, it nonetheless hopes to provide instructive ideas to 
understand Woolf’s critical thinking in the modernist “crisis of representation” – how 
she attunes the reader’s ear (and eye) to unconscious listening of the music of 
Beethoven, of the ambient sounds in the modern age of noise, to hear synesthetically 
with a modernist mind of openness, intimacy and connectivity, and to how she 
redeems the sounds of the past, of the primeval, of the anonymous, and even of the 
non-human in her de-centered soundscapes, at once embracing multiplicity and non-
differentiation. In all, this study of soundscapes in Woolf’s novels hopes to “make the 
reader not just envision but listen to a narrative” (p.162) as Frattarola (2018) suggests. 
Even that “Silence” which Woolf’s fictive character desires to inscribe has a voice, 
and in that voice of “Silence” an entire new world has been born.  
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Chapter One 
Sonic Imaginations and Modernist Soundscape 
 
 
 
Early in 2005 Michele Hilmes asked two questions, “Is There a Field Called Sound 
Culture Studies? And Does It Matter?” (p.249). Hilmes’s question is an active 
response to the “mounting evidence” (p.249) of literature on the study of sound in 
recent decades. Some scholars may agree with Hilmes that “the study of sound, hailed 
as an ‘emerging field’ for the last hundred years, exhibits a strong tendency to remain 
that way, always emerging, never emerged” (p.249). But others are more positive 
about the legitimate existence of this field. Daniel Morat (2014) suggests the 
publication of two works in 2012, The Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies and The 
Sound Studies Reader, is “a very strong indication” that the field is undergoing 
consolidation (p.1). In fact, a year before Hilmes raised her questions, Trevor Pinch 
and Karin Bijsterveld (editors of The Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies) proposed a 
definition of sound studies as “an emerging interdisciplinary area that studies the 
material production and consumption of music, sound, noise, and silence and how 
these have changed throughout history and within different societies” (2004, p.636). 
Ten years later they “still endorse this definition” with the feeling that “the word 
emerging may be slightly too modest” (2014, p.7). Their “modest” diction reflects 
their confidence toward this field. Similarly, Michael Bull and Les Back (2016) also 
attest to the “dramatic and impressive explosion of sound studies” (p.1) since their 
first publication of The Auditory Culture Reader in 2003. After thirteen years, they 
publish a second edition of the book and argue for “the necessity of ‘deep listening,’” 
“Into Sound … Once More with Feeling” (2016, p.1).  
 
A notable factor in this explosion of sound studies “across many disciplines – 
including music, anthropology, ethnology, historical studies, architecture, cultural 
studies and gender studies” (Groth, Murphet and Hone 2017, p.3) is the intersection 
between sound studies and literary studies, and modernism studies in particular. One 
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significant reason for the distinguished position of modernism in sound studies is 
historical. That is, the radical changes in the auditory environment and the mode of 
audition brought about by the booming of auditory technologies in that era. Two 
paintings aptly illustrate the changes in the auditory environment in the modern age. 
One is Edvard Munch’s famous work “The Scream” (1893) and the other is C.R.W. 
Nevinson’s “Amongst the Nerves of the World” (1930), which is used as the cover 
picture for the 1993 Penguin edition of Woolf’s The Years (1937). In the introduction 
of Sounding Modernism: Rhythm and Sonic Mediation in Modern Literature and Film 
(2017), Helen Groth, Julian Murphet and Penelope Hone thus depict Munch’s “The 
Scream”: “those great luminous whorls etched into the vivid evening like the palpable 
traces of a subjective thermonuclear explosion: the inscription of a radical sonic Real 
on the firmament itself,” and take the painting as “an indicative aesthetic testimony to 
the prodigious affective impact of auditory phenomena wound to the pitch of mental 
crisis” in the modernist period (p.2).  
 
As to Nevinson’s “Amongst the Nerves of the World,” Jane Lewty (2007) suggests, 
the “drab, shaded street filled with automobiles and countless hurrying stick figures,” 
and the cross-connected “charged lines, or filaments” that “hover invisibly, stretching 
beyond the limits of painting” represent a “new era where noise and time flow 
incessantly through electric capillaries,” and “where human systems are recorded 
even at street level” (p.148). The two cases indicate scholars of sound studies are 
sensitive readers of the auditory phenomenon in modern times in which “noises” take 
up an important role: the noises of automobiles, trains, aeroplanes, machines, and 
industrial construction, among others. Indeed, the modernist age is an “Age of Noise” 
as scholars point out, and significantly, “between 1860 and 1930, noise changed from 
being understood as a sporadic disturbance or clash of particular noises to a continual 
background noise that was, potentially, psychologically disruptive” (Schwartz, qtd. in 
Frattarola 2018, p.16). This “disruptive” nature is further identified in auditory 
technologies. As mentioned, the invention of telephones, microphones, phonographs, 
wireless and radio greatly changed the conventional way of listening or hearing, and 
one distinctive feature of this change is the displacement between sound and sound 
source. In other words, sound has become disembodied.  
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In terms of the “disruptive” nature of auditory technologies and “disembodied” nature 
of sound, Frattarola suggests, “these auditory technologies could reproduce sounds 
independent of their sources,” thus “disturbing the aura of the original sound event;” 
“at the same time, they allowed listeners to enjoy and manipulate sounds in new and 
possibly more intimate ways” (2018, p.33). “Aura” is a term from Walter Benjamin’s 
famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936). It 
generally refers to the uniqueness, originality or authenticity of a piece of work. 
However, with the advent of modern technologies, this “aura” of the original work is 
disturbed by the technological unlimited ability of reproduction. Sound, like any other 
reproducible matter, can be reproduced, as James Lastra suggests, “all sounds are 
transformed by their acoustic contexts,” and “distinctions cannot be made between an 
original and copy” (qtd. in Frattarola 2018, p.33). While sound becomes disembodied 
and reproducible, it also means it can be manipulated. This subjection to manipulation 
further implies sound can be molded for artistic creation (Frattarola 2018, p.33).  
 
If sound can be manipulated for artistic creation, the ways that it is manipulated by 
auditory technologies are instructive. As Michael North suggests, new technologies 
actually give “modernism a formal model and not just another type of subject matter” 
(qtd. in Frattarola 2018, p.9). Therefore, Frattarola states, “auditory technologies play 
only minor roles within the modernist novels” in her study (2018, p.3). Other than 
studying the representation of auditory technologies themselves in modernist novels, 
she focuses on how their influences can be discerned in modernist writers’ aesthetic 
creation of characters and construction of soundscapes in their literary works, “as well 
as the ways in which they experiment with form to make their novels sound out” (p.3). 
Following Frattarola’s lead, this thesis also aims to study the “formal influence” of 
modern auditory technologies on Woolf’s fictive writing.  
 
The change in the ways that auditory technologies manipulate sound is accompanied 
by the change in the mode of listening (or hearing). Firstly, because of the separation 
between sound and sound source, the gesture of listening becomes “acousmatic.” 
Acousmatic is a term that “was first applied to a pedagogical method of Pythagoras, 
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who would speak to his disciples from behind a curtain, ensuring that his words were 
heard, though he could not be seen” (Halliday 2013, p.13). Later, the term is used to 
refer to “any sound heard without accompanying visual impressions of its cause or 
source” (Schaeffer, qtd. in Halliday, p.13). With the diffusion of modern auditory 
technologies, acousmatic listening becomes normalized (Halliday, p.13). Secondly, as 
sound becomes a matter that can be captured, stored, and reproduced, it generates a 
kind of “phonographic” mode of consciousness (or better non-consciousness), that is, 
the sound is heard without interpretation, for the technologies are not conscious of 
sounds as human beings are; they do not “listen to” or “hear,” but only store and 
reproduce, so they “treat[s] all sounds equally, irrespective of aesthetic or affective 
‘rank’” (Halliday, p.15). This “phonographic” mode of consciousness thus brings 
about an “indiscriminate, non-interpretative” listening, and “a sonorous democracy 
where musical and ‘noisy,’ natural and man-made, significant and senseless, and all 
other kinds of sounds have equal claims upon the listener” (Halliday, p.15).  
 
The two modes of listening, acousmatic listening and indiscriminate listening, have 
important implications for sound studies in literature. They provide new approaches to 
listening to soundscapes in literary works. The term “soundscape” requires some 
detailed explanation for it is associated with several important concepts that will be 
applied to the study of Woolf’s novels in this thesis. It can be traced back to the 
World Soundscape Project (WSP) founded by R. Murray Schafer at Simon Fraser 
University in the late 1960s and the early 1970s. Generally speaking, the project 
commits itself to “documenting and studying sound in situ,” and by dealing with 
various changes in sonic features, aural perception, sound symbolism, and noise 
pollution, it endeavors to raise the public awareness of sound and aims to establish an 
ecologically balanced soundscape through a “clear hearing” based acoustic design 
program (Kelman 2010, pp.215-20). Obviously, the “clear hearing” concept is 
invoked to tackle the problem of noise pollution. In The Tuning of the World (1977), 
which is part of the World Soundscape Project, Schafer claims, “The largest noises in 
the world today are technological; thus the crack-up of technology would eliminate 
them” (p.181). In general, Schafer’s “soundscape” is a program trying to improve 
sonic environment through certain acoustic design.  
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Hypothetically, Schafer conceives the soundscape of the world as a huge musical 
composition, of which “[w]e are simultaneously its audience, its performers and its 
composers” (p.205). Thus, he appeals to everyone in society, especially “the talents of 
scientists, social scientists and artists (particularly musicians),” working together “to 
discover principles by which the aesthetic quality of the acoustic environment or 
SOUNDSCAPE may be improved” (p.271). Accordingly, his “clear hearing” program 
is to improve people’s “sonological competence,” to listen more discriminately to 
sounds through a range of auditory exercises, so that they can distinguish between 
which sounds to be preserved, encouraged, multiplied, and which sounds to be 
restricted, banned, eliminated (p.205). From here, we can see Schafer’s concept of 
“soundscape” actually promotes a discriminate listening, which is opposed to the 
indiscriminate listening that Halliday suggests and the sonorous democracy it 
generates. In “Rethinking the Soundscape: A Critical Genealogy of a Key Term in 
Sound Studies” (2010), Ari Y. Kelman also points out: 
  
By focusing on [clear] listening, Schafer’s notion of the “soundscape” recedes 
into the background, while his “acoustic designers” emerge more prominently. 
[…] Schafer advocates a kind of audition the organizing principle of which is 
not total sonorous engagement, but orchestration. […] In this formulation, the 
soundscape becomes mere background noise for a cadre of well-disciplined 
listeners to practice “acoustic design” and orchestrate the world rather than 
encounter it as it is. The soundscape becomes something to be overcome, not 
even something to be heard. (p.218) 
 
Despite such problems, there are still valuable concepts to be discerned from 
Schafer’s soundscape scheme, and in fact, we find his attitude towards noise is not as 
clear-cut as his “clear hearing” program reflects. In a booklet The New Soundscape: A 
Handbook for the Modern Music (1969), Schafer raises five questions in the preface: 
 
Overheard in the lobby after the première of Beethoven’s Fifth: “Yes, but is it 
music?” 
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Overheard in the lobby after the première of Wagner’s Tristan: “Yes, but is it 
music?” 
Overheard in the lobby after the première of Stravinsky’s Sacre: “Yes, but is it 
music?” 
Overheard in the lobby after the première of Varère’s Poème électronique: 
“Yes, but is it music?” 
A jet scrapes the sky over my head and I ask: “Yes, but is it music? Perhaps 
the pilot has mistaken his profession?” 
 
The five questions looks simple but stimulate profound thinking on “what is music.” 
As we know, Beethoven’s Fifth (1808) is one of the best-known compositions in 
classical music, whereas the following three musical pieces, Wagner’s Tristan und 
Isolde (1865), Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps (The Rite of Spring, 1913), and 
Varère’s Poème électronique (1958), bring different innovations to the development 
of music – the latter two are especially revolutionary influences upon modern music. 
The juxtapositions between classical music and avant-garde music, the musical 
artworks performed in concert halls and the accidental jet scraping across the sky 
overhead, actually blur the boundaries between music and noise, as Schafer claims: 
“The simple fact is that as the growing edge we call the avant-garde continues its 
explorations along the frontiers of sound, any definition becomes exceedingly 
difficult” (p.1). He therefore cites John Cage’s definition of music: “Music is sounds, 
sounds around us whether we’re in or out of concert halls: cf. Thoreau” (p.1). The 
reference to Thoreau (Walden) emphasizes the experience of sounds in nature is 
inexhaustible.  
 
Schafer is clear that modern musicians hold an open attitude toward noise and would 
like to incorporate noise into their musical composition. He cites from the Italian 
futurist composer Luigi Russolo’s manifesto L’arte dei rumori (The Art of Noises) 
that men are gradually being conditioned by the new noises of modern technologies, 
and this conditioning is also changing people’s musical sensibilities, so the new music 
of the future calls for an end to the banishment of noise and demands people to open 
their ears to embrace noise. Based on this principle, Schafer then redefines noise as 
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“any undesired sound signal” and makes noise “a relative term” (1969, p.17). He 
illustrates the definition with the case of John Cage: “In a concert if the traffic outside 
the hall disturbs the music it is noise. But if, as John Cage has done, the doors are 
thrown open and the audience is informed that the traffic constitutes part of the 
texture of the piece, the sounds cease to be noise” (1969, p.17). In other words, 
whether the sound is noise, it depends on whether it is desired or not. Notably, this 
definition finally falls on a term “signal,” which needs some explanation at this point.  
 
In The Tuning of the World, Schafer refers “signal” to “[a]ny sound to which the 
attention is particularly directed,” and “[i]n soundscape studies sound signals are 
contrasted by KEYNOTE SOUND, in much the same way as figure and ground are 
contrasted in visual perception” (p.275). In this definition, the term “keynote sound” 
is in contrast to “signal,” for while signal requires for attentive listening, keynote 
sound is unconsciously listened to. According to Schafer: 
 
Keynote is a musical term; it is the note that identifies the key or tonality of a 
particular composition. It is the anchor or fundamental tone and although the 
material may modulate around it, often obscuring its importance, it is in 
reference to this point that everything takes on its importance. Keynote sounds 
do not have to be listened to consciously; they are overheard but cannot be 
overlooked, for keynote sounds become listening habits in spite of themselves. 
(1977, p.9) 
 
Attentive listening to signal and unconscious listening to keynote sound thus 
constitute two modes of listening in Schafer’s soundscape. Yet, as he means to 
eliminate the undesired noise to create a soundscape that “should never be destructive 
of human health or welfare” (1977, p.271), he actually promotes conscious listening 
to signals in a hi-fi soundscape. 
 
Notably, hi-fi is a term referring to a favorable signal-to-noise ratio, and a hi-fi 
soundscape is “one in which discrete sounds can be heard clearly because of the low 
ambient noise level” (Schafer 1977, p.43). In parallel to hi-fi, there is lo-fi, which is 
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an unfavorable signal-to-noise ratio, and accordingly a lo-fi soundscape is “one in 
which signals are overcrowded, resulting in masking or lack of clarity” (p.272). 
Schafer suggests, “The lo-fi soundscape was introduced by the Industrial Revolution 
and was extended by the Electric Revolution which followed it;” “Today the world 
suffers from an overpopulation of sounds; there is so much acoustic information that 
little of it can emerge with clarity. In the ultimate lo-fi soundscape the signal-to-noise 
ratio is one-to-one and it is no longer possible to know what, if anything, is to be 
listened to” (p.71). Still, Schafer’s overall focus is to eliminate noise to establish a hi-
fi soundscape. However, as we observed before, in the discourse of music, Schafer’s 
attitude toward noise is not so absolute, and actually he is quite positive that 
modernist musicians embrace noise into musical composition. Thus, he states: 
 
This blurring of the edges between music and environmental sounds may 
eventually prove to be the most striking feature of all twentieth-century music. 
In any case, these developments have inescapable consequences for music 
education. A musician used to be one who listened with seismographic 
delicacy in the music room, but who put on ear flaps when he left. If there is a 
noise pollution problem in the world today it is certainly partly and maybe 
largely owing to the fact that music educators have failed to give the public a 
total schooling in soundscape awareness, which has, since 1913, ceased to be 
divisible into musical and nonmusical kingdoms. (p.111) 
 
Schafer does take the blurring between music and noise as “development.” Notably, 
this sense of development is not just revealed in the discourse of music, but in a 
broader social-cultural context. As Schafer often cites John Cage’s case of “open[ing] 
the doors of the concert hall to let the traffic noise mix with his own” (p.111), the 
doors of the concert hall somehow become a boundary of many divisions, division 
between music and noise, between class music and modern music, even class division 
between the high- and lowborn. Generally, he argues, the music performed in the 
concert hall “tends to stress higher frequency sounds to make its directionality clear,” 
and because of focus on directionality and clarity, “[s]uch music also demands great 
concentration,” and that is “why silence is observed at concerts where it is performed” 
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so that “[e]ach piece is affectionately placed in a container of silence to make detailed 
investigation possible” (p.117). Further, “[i]n such music distance is important, and 
the real space of the concert hall is extended in the virtual space of dynamics – by 
which effects may be brought into the foreground (forte) or allowed to drift back 
toward the acoustic horizon (piano)” (p.117). In addition, the sense of distance is 
heightened by the formal dress of the participants, for “such music belongs to eras of 
class distinction, to the society of the high- and the lowborn, the master and the 
apprentice, the virtuoso and the listener” (p.117). In general, music performed in the 
concert halls may be classified as a kind of “absolute music” (its highest forms 
include the sonata, the quartet, and the symphony), that is, an “ideal soundscape of the 
mind” of the composers, which is “disengaged from the external environment” and 
accordingly requires for concentrated listening (p.103). 
 
By contrast, “[i]n stressing low-frequency sound popular [modern] music seeks blend 
and diffusion rather than clarity and focus” (p.117). Generally, because of the 
incorporation of noise and preference for low frequency sounds and bass effects, 
modern music makes the clear location of the sound source more difficult, since the 
longer wavelengths are less influenced by diffraction to have more carry power to 
proceed around obstacles and fill space more completely (as the foghorn demonstrates) 
(p.116). Therefore, the audience does not need to concentrate on or face the sound 
source while listening, because the sound source is almost absent and lacks the 
function of directionality. Instead, the audience feels easier and freer to engage with 
the performance, and even has the chance to make their own sound (noise) and 
become performers themselves in this light. Silence, distance, concentration, social 
manners, which are so crucial in the classical concert halls, become less important in 
the soundscape of modern music. Notably, Schafer calls this un-concentrated hearing 
a kind of “peripheral hearing,” which is “similar to the way the eye drifts over an 
interesting landscape” (p.117). If the blurring between the performers and the 
audience, the disappearance in class divisions and other artificial boundaries represent 
a more integrated society (a classless society) and a more embracing culture of social 
equality, this symbolic opening of the doors of the concert hall and the consequent 
blend between music and noise is a positive force in Schafer’s soundscape scheme.  
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However, Schafer’s attitude toward this music-noise blend often seems to waver. 
While he confirms it a “development” in musical discourse, he again worries that “we 
may accordingly expect to witness a deterioration of manner at concert halls, as 
concentrated listening gives away to impressionism” (p.117). In all, Schafer’s 
soundscape is preferably centered on concentrated listening to signal sound, whereas 
the keynote sound, which does not need conscious listening but is given fundamental 
importance, is neglected. Yet, if we compare the unconscious listening to the keynote 
sound in the background to the peripheral hearing of ambient noises in the soundscape 
of modern music, we find they are essentially the same in their de-centering nature. 
Further, considering the social-cultural implication of peripheral hearing, it is also 
identified with indiscriminate listening that promotes Halliday’s sonorous democracy. 
Therefore, unconscious listening to keynote sound should be given more importance 
and should be accorded instructive value in sound studies, regardless of its 
comparatively neglected position in Schafer’s soundscape scheme.  
 
Crucially, while Schafer compares peripheral hearing to the eye drifting over a 
landscape, and concentrated listening to “focused and selective viewing” (1977, 
p.117), he actually brings two modes of sensory perception together, which finally 
leads to a special sphere of sound studies, that is, “intersensoriality” (Smith 2014, 
p.15) or “synesthesia.” If as Jonathan Sterne (2012) suggests that one main subject of 
sound studies is to “think sonically” or cultivate “sonic imaginations,” the term “sonic 
imagination” must be “a deliberately synesthetic neologism – it is about sound but 
occupies an ambiguous position between sound culture and a space of contemplation 
outside it” (p.5). Therefore, “[s]onic imaginations are necessarily plural, recursive, 
reflexive, driven to represent, refigure and redescribe” (p.5). As imagination is “a 
creative force,” sound is similarly “a potent and necessary means for accessing and 
understanding the world” for its diasporic nature, that is, “rather than being a 
destination,” “it leads away from itself,” which also makes it “[a] very nebulous 
notion of methodology” (Kahn, qtd. in Sterne, p.6). 
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Sound always leads away from itself. This is an instructive observation, for sound, 
because of this principle of “rapturous exorbitance” (Connor 1997, p.219), provides a 
rather different paradigm of thinking to perceive the world by means of other senses, 
especially the sense of sight, which is generally considered as “the dominant mode of 
apprehending and understanding” the world since antiquity (Attali, qtd. in Bull and 
Back 2003, p.1). Notably, this principle of “rapturous exorbitance” in terms of 
acoustic experience, Steven Connor explains, is “what goes beyond, or may not be 
encompassed in the regimes of sight and demonstrability” (p.219). It “goes beyond” 
the regimes of sight, because ontologically sound is transparent or insubstantial. 
Therefore, there is a “deficit of ontology” in sound, which accordingly brings forth 
Connor’s proposition that sound is “hard to consider as autonomous” (p.213). Further, 
“a ‘pure’ sound or unattributed sound is always marked by doubt and menace until it 
can be tracked to and synchronized with its source, which is usually to say, visualized,” 
as Rick Altman vividly illustrates with the cinema experience “whereby the sound 
asks where? and the image responds here!” (qtd. in Connor, p.213).  
 
Thus, Connor argues, “the auditory is […] an insufficiency, in that the auditory 
always leads to, or requires completion by the other senses” (p.220). This feature of 
insufficiency appears to be a weakness of sound, yet sometimes its weakness is an 
ultimate source of its strength. This strength is revealed in its potential for 
“polymorphous transformation” and an “intensified mimicry of the process of 
exchange [in a market economy]” (Connor, p.220). In other words, “it is not in a pure, 
autonomous faculty of audition,” but “in the very principle of relativity that defines 
the acoustic,” and “bizarrely, the most far-reaching effects of the return of the 
acoustic may be in the transformation it has allowed in visual concepts and ways of 
feeling” (p.220). Therefore, while Melba Cuddy-Keane (2000) in her sagacious article 
“Virginia Woolf, Sound Technologies, and the New Aurality” appeals to “a language 
that addresses sound as sound and not as something else,” and for “the study of the 
representation of sound in itself,” she complains that “we lack a language adequate to 
the discussion of sound” in this “visually oriented discourse” (pp.69-71), and as a 
consequence her stand for sound’s autonomy is led astray.  
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Inspired from Gérard Genette’s narrative theory, Cuddy-Keane invents a range of 
terms for sound studies, which include “auscultation” (as opposed to focalization), 
signifying “the action of listening,” “auscultize (as opposed to focalize),” signifying 
“the presentation of sound as listened to,” and “auscultator” (as opposed to focalizer), 
signifying “the person doing the listening” (pp.69-71). Yet these terms do not 
satisfactorily solve the problem. In fact, in her latter article “Modernist Soundscapes 
and the Intelligent Ear: An Approach to Narrative Through Auditory Perception” 
(2005), she admits, “Certainly in writing this paper, I became acutely aware of the 
difficulty of avoiding visual terms, even in discussion of sound: we see or observe 
how something works, focus on issues, seek insight, offer views, and explain how one 
idea illuminates another” (p.395. italics in original). She withdraws from this 
predicament to argue, “My motive was not to assert that hearing is a fundamentally 
different process from seeing – although there may be significant and distinctive 
attributes – but to signal the way a specialized terminology can help us to discriminate 
the sense-specific elements in the text” (p.385).  
 
Cuddy-Keane’s stand is reasonable, only it makes “sound” too exclusive from other 
senses. Somehow she overlooks the “diffusion” nature of sound, “the relational nature 
of auscultation” (2000, p.86) she identifies. According to Cuddy-Keane, generally the 
term “diffusion” refers to “the emission of sound from its source,” and “at least since 
the sixteenth century, [it] has referred to the act of spreading abroad or scattering 
widely and, in the early twentieth century, it came in France to signify more 
specifically the transmission of radio waves in wireless technology; in the latter half 
of this century in the context of electroacoustic music, diffusion signifies, in both 
French and English, the action of a live ‘performer’ directing and controlling from a 
console the distribution and dynamics of electronic sound through a number of 
spatially separated loudspeakers” (p.70). Etymologically, it is seen that in any context 
the term highlights the omnidirectional, dynamic and permeating characters of sound 
in transmission. In fact, this diffusive nature of sound just corresponds to the principle 
of “rapturous exorbitance” that Connor attaches to sound. As Douglas Kahn writes: 
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Wherever sound occurred, it was always manifested elsewhere, or other things 
were manifested through it; a sound had no autonomy but was always 
relational, being somewhere or something else, a constant deflection that 
ultimately stretched out to spiritually organize everything from essence to 
cosmos, always ringing with the voice and music. (qtd. in Connor, p.207) 
 
This diffusive relativity in acoustic experience thus provides a completely different 
paradigm of thinking from that dominated by the sense of sight: ocularcentrism. 
According to Frattarola (2018), the root of ocularcentrism can be traced back to Greek 
philosophy, in which “sight was considered as the noblest sense, metaphorically 
associated with the work of the mind and search for truth” (p.20). As Hannah Arendt 
suggests, “from the outset in formal philosophy, thinking has been thought of in terms 
of seeing” (qtd. in Frattarola 2018, p.20), or in Jacques Attali’s words, “For twenty-
five centuries Western knowledge has tried to look upon the world” (qtd. in Bull and 
Back, p.1. italics mine). This gesture of “looking upon” vividly catches the 
ocularcentric stand of thinking. As David Michael Levin notes, ocularcentrism is “a 
paradigm based on the dual nature of the Gaze, the one practical and aggressively 
active, the other theoretical and contemplative, panoramic, stationary, unmoved, 
dispassionate, disembodied, outside time and space” (qtd. in Frattarola 2009, p.136). 
This aggressively contemplative, stationary, unmoved visual paradigm of thinking can 
be viewed in the Cartesian Subject-Object dualism, which Levin calls an “ego-logical 
subjectivity” (qtd. in Frattarola 2009, p.136), and the hierarchy in which the mind is 
placed over body. In general, ocularcentrism signifies “distance, differentiation and 
domination” (Connor, p.204), which is also the root for the overall hierarchical 
systems of patriarchy.  
 
In contrast, the diffusive relativity of acoustic experience makes sound “the most 
disruptive sense” and anti-ocularcentric by offering “a more fluid, mobile and 
voluminous conception of space, in which the observer-observed duality and 
distinctions between separated points and planes dissolve” (Connor, pp.220, 206-7). 
Thus, Bruce Smith argues, “knowing the world through sound is fundamentally 
different from knowing the world through vision” (qtd. in Bull and Back, p.1), for 
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while “dominance of the visual has often meant that the experience of the other senses 
– touch, taste, smell and listening – has been filtered through a visualist framework,” 
and “placed serious limitations on our ability to grasp the meanings attached to much 
social behavior, be it contemporary, historical or comparative,” “[t]hinking with our 
ears offers an opportunity to augment our critical imaginations, to comprehend our 
world and our encounters with it according to multiple registers of feeling” (Bull and 
Back, pp.1-2). In other words, auditory perception because of its diffusive relativity 
promotes “a democracy of the senses,” a concept that Joachim-Ernst Berendt (1985) 
put forward in The Third Ear: On Listening to the World (qtd. in Bull and Back, p.2), 
suggesting “no sense is privileged in relation to its counterparts” (Bull and Back, p.2).  
 
Thus, Connor claims, “Sound is […] oddly positioned with regard to synaesthesia, for 
it is both one sense among many, and therefore itself subject to conversion into colour, 
tactility, electric impulse and so on” (p.208). This synesthetic power of sound is a 
significant point of access to the study of soundscapes in Woolf’s novels. In the 
following chapters, we will on the one hand adopt some key terms from Schafer’s 
soundscape (keynote sounds, hi-fi, lo-fi, etc.), and on the other hand follow the 
distinctive features of auditory experiences (acousmatic hearing, indiscriminate 
hearing, synesthetic hearing), which are mediated by modern acoustic technologies. 
By this dual method we will listen, respectively, to the keynote sound, the ambient 
sounds (noises), sounds of synesthetic effect, elliptical sounds in Woolf’s different 
novels. This in turn will explain how such auditory experiences influence her formal 
experimentation on novel writing, in the hope that we can have an acoustic 
understanding of her modernist aesthetics.  
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Chapter Two 
Unconscious Listening to Beethoven’s Music in The Voyage Out 
 
 
 
… behind the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that we – I mean all human 
beings – are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that we 
are parts of the work of art, Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about 
this vast mass that we call the world. But there is no Shakespeare, there is no 
Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God; we are the words; we 
are the music; we are the thing itself. (MB, p.72) 
 
The quotation above is from Woolf’s unfinished memoir “A Sketch of the Past,” 
composed in the last two years of her life. Woolf calls the memoir her “philosophy; at 
any rate it is a constant idea of mine” (MB, p.72). In general terms, this statement 
considers the dynamic relationship between the part and the whole, illustrating the 
hidden pattern behind the cotton wool. For Woolf, “the whole world is a work of art,” 
and “we are parts of the work of art [the whole].” Notably, what distinguishes the 
parts is that they are deprived of authorship: “there is no Shakespeare, there is no 
Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God.” Yet those parts without 
authorship are the truth of the world: “Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth 
about this vast mass that we call the world,” and “we are the words; we are the music; 
we are the thing itself.” This emphasis on the non-existence of authorship makes us 
ask what “truth” is for Woolf. Traditionally, in the Judeo-Christian West, it was God 
who was the truth of the world. Now, in Woolf’s philosophy, God is dethroned. The 
statement “certainly and emphatically there is no God” makes us think of Nietzsche’s 
“God is dead.” In this sense, Woolf’s idea follows the general trend of revolutionary 
thought since the late nineteenth century, when “the theories of Darwin, Marx, 
Nietzsche, and Freud seeped into culture” (Frattarola 2018, p.5). Woolf does in fact 
reflect on Freud’s theory in her memoir, especially his idea of the unconscious.  
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In this initial quotation, Woolf uses the term “cotton wool” ambiguously, referring to 
the complexity of the world and life. In fact, before this quotation, Woolf has another 
statement about “cotton wool”: “As a child then, my days, just as they do now, 
contained a large proportion of this cotton wool, this non-being” (MB, p.71). In other 
words, this “cotton wool” is akin to non-being, and she further emphasizes, “A great 
part of every day is not lived consciously,” and “Every day includes much more non-
being than being” (MB, p.70). The emphasis on the larger portion of non-being 
reminds us of Freud’s argument in his groundbreaking work The Interpretation of 
Dreams (1900) that “[t]he unconscious is the larger circle which includes within itself 
the smaller circle of the conscious” (p.436). Freud argues, “A reaction from the over-
estimation of the quality of consciousness becomes the indispensable preliminary 
condition for any correct insight into the behavior of the psychic,” and it is the 
unconscious that “must be accepted as the general basis of the psychic life,” for 
“everything conscious has its preliminary step in the unconscious, whereas the 
unconscious may stop with this step and still claim full value as a psychic activity” 
(p.436). Thus, “Properly speaking, the unconscious is the real psychic; its inner 
nature is just as unknown to us as the reality of the external world, and it is just as 
imperfectly reported to us through the data of consciousness as is the external world 
through the indications of our sensory organs” (p.436. italics in original).  
 
For Freud, the unconscious is “the real psychic,” but is “imperfectly reported.” This is 
also a problem that baffles Woolf, as she writes, “Often when I have been writing one 
of my so-called novels I have been baffled by this same problem; that is, how to 
describe what I call in my private shorthand – ‘non-being’” (MB, p.70). How to 
describe “non-being”? This is perhaps the most essential question for Woolf’s writing, 
along with its companion question, that is, how to describe the “reality” or the “truth” 
of the world which is so imperfectly reported. In the quotation above, Woolf suggests, 
the “truth” of the world resides in Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet, but at the same time 
there is no Shakespeare, no Beethoven. This argument is intriguing, for it actually 
proposes a way to report the reality of the world, or describe non-being. In a very 
limited or literal sense, the truth of the world can be captured through reading Hamlet 
or listening to a Beethoven quartet, but while reading or listening, we should forget 
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the existence of Shakespeare or Beethoven. In a broader sense, this is the way we read 
literature (words) or listen to music, and the way we understand ourselves and the 
truth of the world, as “we are the words; we are the music.”  
 
In other words, truth can be captured or reported through music-like words, and this 
actually leads to the proposition that Woolf means to write her novels like a 
Beethoven quartet (or Beethoven’s music in general) so as to represent the pattern 
behind the cotton wool, the non-being, or the reality (truth) of the world. Many critics 
have made fruitful contributions to the discussion of music’s function in Woolf’s 
works. The collection of essays Virginia Woolf and Music (2014), edited by Adriana 
Varga, discusses the crucial relationship between music and Woolf’s writing from 
different perspectives, as does Emma Sutton’s monograph Virginia Woolf and 
Classical Music: Politics, Aesthetics, Form (2013). Also, Music and Literary 
Modernism: Critical Essays and Comparative Studies 2nd Edition (2009), includes an 
essay by Emma Sutton on Woolf, “‘Within a Space of Tears’: Music, Writing, and the 
Modern In Virginia Woolf’s The Voyage Out.” Further, Emilie Crapoulet’s (2009) 
“Voicing the Music in Literature,” Wayne K. Chapman’s (2015) “‘Notes Chirruping 
Answer’: Language as Music in James Joyce and Virginia Woolf,” Tanya Dalziell’s 
(2013) “‘Why then grieve?’: Virginia Woolf’s Mournful Music,” Robin Gail 
Schulze’s (1992) “Design in Motion: Words, Music, and the Search for Coherence in 
the Works of Virginia Woolf and Arnold Schoenberg,” Elicia Clement’s (2005) 
“Transforming Musical Sounds into Words: Narrative Method in Virginia Woolf’s 
The Waves,” Birgitte Stougaard Pedersen’s (2014) “Voice and Presence in Music and 
Literature: Virginia Woolf’s The Waves” each contribute to the scholarship on Woolf 
and music. These works and essays provide valuable interpretations to help us 
understand the complex relationships among music, words (literature), and sound. 
Generally, critics agree on the formal inspiration that music has brought to Woolf’s 
modernist experimentation on novel writing, especially addressing to the fundamental 
question of how to represent the real (or truth).  
 
Then if we say Woolf’s works are musical, in what sense they are musical, or in 
Crapoulet’s (2009) words, what is that “musicality” (p.79)? In her article, Crapoulet 
30  
suggests musicality should be “a travelling concept” that “transcends individual styles 
and pieces” (p.89). She contends, while “many critics simply read their own musical 
affinities into the text,” thus making the text sound Beethovenian, Schoenbergian, 
Stravinskyian, Schaefferian or Cagain, or “any other of the musical styles it has been 
compared to,” we need to take into consideration “Woolf’s own musical outlook” 
based on her modernist pursuit, and one guiding principle is her statement that “there 
is no Beethoven, just as there is no Shakespeare or any God” (pp.81-9). Crapoulet’s 
comment is instructive. Following this hypothesis, we therefore contend, if Woolf’s 
writing is a soundscape in Schafer’s sense (a musical composition), then Beethoven’s 
music should be a keynote sound that should not be listened to consciously. In other 
words, though Woolf does not actually write her novels in the form of a Beethoven 
quartet (or Beethoven’s work in general), rather his music is meant to be heard 
throughout (if the truth of the world is to be reported), unconsciously. This 
proposition is also corresponding to Marc Derveaux’s (2009) questioning, “what do 
we hear in language when it does not mean anything?” (p.4), which we may adjust to, 
“what do we hear of Beethoven’s music in Woolf’s novels when Beethoven’s music 
is not to be heard consciously.” This “negation” or “absence” of reality is similar to 
what Kiene Brillenburg Wurth (2009) calls “an amorphous substance,” the “‘Raw’ 
matter” or “matter ‘in itself,’” which “undoes the consolation of recognizable forms” 
and thus “will bypass or resist perception and cognition” (pp.13, 26). If we compare 
Wurth’s “matter ‘in itself’” with Woolf’s “the thing itself” (“we are the words; we are 
the music; we are the thing itself”), a common root is observed.  
 
According to Wurth, Jean-François Lyotard endows this “bare material event that 
comes ‘before’ sensibility, ‘before’ the activity of consciousness that schematizes and 
categorizes the world” with a “performative” value, that is, “not as something 
depicted or represented through familiar figures and verbal depictions, but as 
something happening instantaneously that refers strictly to its own happening in the 
process” (p.30). This “performative” value rendered to the “matter ‘in itself’” or “the 
thing itself” is provocative. Based on this proposition, we may begin our hearing of 
Woolf’s novels from not (or unconsciously) hearing Beethoven’s music in her first 
novel The Voyage Out (1915), and discuss how she makes Beethoven’s music sounds 
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(or performs) in this novel to help her describe the non-being and represent the reality 
(truth) of the world. The choice of this novel is deliberate, for it is the only novel in 
which Woolf makes explicit reference to Beethoven’s particular work among her  
nine major novels (in other novels like Jacob’s Room, To the Lighthouse, The Waves, 
Between the Acts, only the name Beethoven is mentioned). This evidence makes the 
unconscious listening to Beethoven’s music of more representative value.  
 
The Voyage Out, as its title suggests, is Woolf’s first novel that sets off her voyage as 
a writer. This voyage is not an easy one, for it takes almost eight years for Woolf to 
finish it. As Julia Briggs (2005) comments, “The Voyage Out was a desperate struggle 
to write, draft succeeding draft, racking her confidence, yet when completed, it proved 
[…] ‘a work that counts’” (p.1). In some sense, it is Bildungsroman which tells of the 
“growth” of the protagonist Rachel Vinrace (unread but talented in playing piano) 
who embarks on her father’s cargo ship for South America. Yet it differs from 
traditional Bildungsroman narratives which generally conclude with the spiritual 
transcendence of the protagonist – Rachel dies of an unexpected disease in the end. 
However, in the following analysis, the focus is not on the anatomy of the 
“development” of the protagonist, but on “unconscious listening to Beethoven’s 
music.” Therefore, we turn directly to an episode near the end of chapter two of the 
novel, where a Beethoven’s work (Opus 112 or Opus 111) is mentioned: 
 
Inextricably mixed in dreamy confusion, her mind seemed to enter into 
communion, to be delightfully expanded and combined with the spirit of the 
whitish boards on deck, with the spirit of the sea, with the spirit of Beethoven 
Op. 112, even with the spirit of poor William Cowper there at Olney. (VO, 
pp.32-3) 
 
As mentioned, Op. 112 is the only one musical work of Beethoven’s that Woolf refers 
to in her novels. However, even in this particular case, its legitimacy is in controversy. 
In the first English edition (1915), the reference is to Beethoven Op. 112. However, 
when the novel was reprinted in the US (the first American edition) in 1920, the 
reference becomes “Beethoven Op. III” (DeSalvo 1975, p.9). As to this textual variant, 
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Louise DeSalvo notes, “It is difficult to determine whether ‘Op. III’ in the American 
paperback edition is a printer’s error or a revision, for although Kirkpatrick states that 
the revisions for the Doran [US] edition were ‘confined almost entirely to Chapter 16,’ 
there are variants in other chapters, many of them minor. In these cases as well, it is 
unclear whether these minor variants are themselves revisions or printer’s errors” 
(p.9). Indeed, “Beethoven Op. III” is a printed error in some sense, as James Hafley1 
points out, “Opus numbers are almost invariably written in Arabic rather than Roman 
numerals” (qtd. in Varga 2014, p.105). And as to this printing “error,” Adriana Varga 
(2014) reacts, “this way of printing also appears in early editions of Foster’s A Room 
with a View, where the same sonata is mentioned” (p.104).  
 
The case to which Varga refers takes place in chapter three of A Room with a View 
(1908), where the protagonist Lucy Honeychurch is going to play Beethoven’s Op. 
111 in a performance, “one of those entertainments where the upper classes entertain 
the lower” (p.41). Notably, Lucy’s performance is narrated through the point of view 
of Mr. Beebe (a clergyman), who recalls his first encounter with Lucy, and how he 
was surprised by her extraordinary musical competency to play such a difficult work 
of Beethoven with a victorious effect, as he reflects, “he heard the hammer strokes of 
victory” (A Room with a View, p.41). Op. 111 (the last of Beethoven’s piano sonatas 
composed between 1821 and 1822) is well known for its technical complexities and 
requirement for musical expertise. In fact, when Mr. Beebe notices the item “Miss 
Honeychurch. Piano. Beethoven,” he is “wondering whether it would be ‘Adelaida,’ 
or the march of ‘The Ruins of Athen,’” which are easier than Op. 111. So even the 
vicar in the novel remarks, “it is sheer perversity to choose a thing like that, which, if 
anything, disturbs” (p.42). It especially disturbs when a difficult musical work 
composed by a man is played so well by a woman in public performance, for in the 
Victorian age, women are supposed to play only at home to entertain the family, 
friends and relatives. Therefore, perhaps “the opening bars of Opus III” flowing from 
Lucy’s fingers do not only disturb Mr. Beebe’s or the vicar’s “composure” (p.42), but 
the composure of the male as a whole  more generally at the time.                                                     
1 Hafley also mentions in “Another Note on Rachel and Beethoven in ‘The Voyage Out’” 
(1975), “Prof. DeSalvo herself writes ‘Op. 3,’ not ‘Op. III,’ farther on in her note.” (p.4)  
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According to scholars like Varga, Lucy’s choice of a difficult work to play reveals her 
feminist stand and intended effort to challenge the male-dominated musical discourse 
that rejects female admission. Following this line, they prefer to read Op. 112 in the 
first English edition of The Voyage Out as an error, whereas the revised Op. 111 in the 
first American edition is more suitable concerning the whole context. In Virginia 
Woolf: A Musical Life (2009), Emilie Crapoulet explicitly states, “Beethoven’s op. 
111 piano sonata in The Voyage Out, [is] erroneously printed in the first English 
edition as his op. 112” (p.19). Similarly, Varga argues, “the celebrated last Beethoven 
sonata fits the context of this novel better than Opus 112,” firstly because of “Woolf’s 
own clarification” in her letters to Saxon Sydney-Turner1 (on 25 January 1920), and R. 
C. Trevelyan 2  (on 30 January 1920), and secondly, because “Rachel Vinrace’s 
identification with music is powerful and unmediated while her relationship with 
language is tentative and strained, it is appropriate that she play a sonata, a purely 
instrumental work and a piece ‘played,’ rather than a cantata, a piece ‘sung,’ even if 
the latter is set on two Goethe poems about a sea voyage” (p.105).  
 
Specifically, Varga dissects the two movements of Op. 111 (a sonata-allegro form 
with a strongly fugal texture and an Arietta with four variations and a coda), and 
argues the “temporal and spatial dilation” achieved in “the dissolution of rhythm into 
the trills of the coda, where polarities disappear,” closely corresponds to the “effects 
of temporal and spatial dilations” in terms of Rachel’s “peculiar way of perceiving 
reality” with her mind “delightfully expanded and combined” (pp.81-2). Therefore, 
“Opus 111 is connected precisely with those moments of temporal and spatial dilation 
Woolf wanted to create in the novel by describing Rachel Vinrace’s states of mind” 
(p.81). In this way “Woolf creates a parallel between music and language in her novel 
experiment” (p.82). Similarly, Emma Sutton (2013) argues, “Rachel’s confidence has 
grown as a result of her playing (perhaps specifically her playing of Beethoven),                                                    
1 Letter to Saxon Sydney-Turner: “I wonder if you would once more tell me the number of the 
Beethoven sonata that Rachel plays in the Voyage Out – I sent the copy I marked to America, 
and now they’re bringing out a new edition here – I can’t remember what you told me – I say 
op. 112 – It can’t be that.” (L2, p.418) 
 
2 Letter to R. C. Trevelyan: “I am altering op. 112, to 111 [Beethoven].” (L2, p.419) 
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enabling her to assert her own authority and that of her chosen art in uncompromising 
terms.” That is, her playing is “characterized as primarily self-directed rather than 
serving an obliging social function or being intended for social and matrimonial 
display” (p.63).  
 
Contrary to Varga and Sutton’s feminist reading, DeSalvo suggests “the allusion be 
read as ‘Op. 112’” (1975, p.10). She finds textual support for this view in the parallel 
between Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde (1859) and Rachel’s tragic death at the novel’s 
end. DeSalvo holds, “Opus 112 is not in error in the first edition […] It appears as 
Opus 112 on at least three typescript pages of Virginia Woolf’s MSS now at the Berg 
Collection” (p.9). Further, she argues: 
 
The Uniform Edition published at the Hogarth Press in 1929 also refers to Op. 
112, since it was, according to B. J. Kirkpatrick’s A Bibliography of Virginia 
Woolf (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1957), in fact a photo-offset reprint of the 
first Duckworth edition, although “the volumes in this Uniform Edition are 
described in the publication…as a ‘New Edition’…” (Kirkpatrick 6). The 
1965 Hogarth Edition (Eighth Impression), therefore, reads ‘Beethoven 
Op.112’ as well. (p.9. emphasis in original) 
 
Even though the “facts” of the text’s printing history cannot deny the actual reference 
to “Op. III” in the first American edition, for DeSalvo, they are undeniable proof of 
the “legitimate” existence of Op. 112 in Woolf’s novel. Further, DeSalvo argues, Op. 
112 is composed according to two poems by Goethe, Meeresstille und Glückliche 
Fahrt (Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage), and the “death-like stillness” of the sea 
(especially in the part of Meeresstille) corresponds with “the corpse-like Bride” in 
Tristan und Isolde (which Rachel is reading just before she is thinking of Beethoven’s 
music in the text), even though Rachel’s voyage (which ends with death) is not a 
“prosperous” one (pp.9-10).  
 
Though they point to contradictory conclusions, these readings are persuasive in their 
own way. However, this thesis decides not to follow their focus on specific works, for 
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this “intended but not defined” (Crapoulet, “Voicing,” p.81) attachment of Woolf’s 
text to any specific musical piece of Beethoven’s work actually confines its 
“musicality” to a presumed formal design. Instead, the thesis prefers to take 
Beethoven’s music (whether the reference would be Op. 112 or Op. 111 or even Op. 3) 
as a keynote sound in the novel and pursue its “performative” value by unconsciously 
listening to the music in its “amorphous” state without assuming any consolidated or 
recognized forms. In Schafer’s book, he does not provide a detailed explanation of 
unconscious listening, and to some extent, the concept is even overlooked compared 
with his focal emphasis on concentrated listening to signal sound. Before we go into 
the detailed analysis, the concept of unconscious listening first needs explaining, 
especially how it is based on Barthes’s semiotic development of Freud’s idea of 
unconscious listening.  
 
In “Recommendations for Physicians on the Psycho-analytic Method of Treatment” 
(1912), Freud suggests the doctor should listen to whatever the patient has talked 
about (including free associations, fantasies and dreams) so as to infer the possible 
cause (mainly the unconscious conflicts that have been repressed by the patient’s 
consciousness) that leads to the patient’s symptoms and mental disorder. Since the 
analysis is mainly based on their talking, both the doctor and the patient should not be 
“selective,” “To put it in a formula: he [the doctor] must turn his own unconscious 
like a receptive organ towards the transmitting unconscious of the patient. He must 
adjust himself to the patient as a telephone receiver is adjusted to the transmitting 
microphone” (p.115). This comparison to the mechanism of telephone recalls the 
indiscriminate listening that Halliday suggests, mentioned in Chapter One.  
 
Based on Freud’s psychoanalytic concept of unconscious listening, Barthes develops 
the idea within semiotics. In his article “Listening” (1976), he divides listening into 
three levels. The first level might be called an alert, which refers to the physiological 
act that “a living being orients its hearing […] to certain indices1; on this level, 
nothing distinguishes animal from man” (p.245). The second level may be called a                                                    
1 i.e. a noise of a prey to an animal, or the approaching footsteps which might be the mother’s 
or the beloved’s to the child or the lover. (Barthes 1976, p.245)  
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deciphering, that is, “what the ear tries to intercept are certain signs,” and on this 
level, the human distinction in hermeneutics begins (p.245). In other words, what is 
heard is no longer an index of a raw material that alerts only preliminary attention, but 
a more cultured listening: “to listen is to adopt an attitude of decoding what is 
obscure, blurred, or mute, in order to make available to consciousness the ‘underside’ 
of meaning” (p.249). The “consciousness” here indicates the second level of listening 
is a selective, conscious listening. Further, in linguistics, the “underside” of meaning 
is parallel to the signified; thus, the second level of listening is listening to signs – the 
unity between the signifier and the signified. However, when it comes to the third 
level, it becomes “entirely modern” in the sense that what is listened to is “not the 
advent of a signified, object of a recognition, or of a deciphering, but the very 
dispersion, the shimmering of signifiers,” which is called “signifying” (p.259).  
 
From the second level (deciphering) to the third level (signifying), what intervenes is 
precisely the space, or non-space, of the unconscious, which makes the act of listening 
not for a unified signification between sound and meaning, but a displaced, or delayed 
re-construction. Barthes calls this non-space “an inter-subjective space” where “I am 
listening” becomes “listen to me” (p.246). In other words, the listener must trap all 
possible signifiers of the speaker’s unconscious speech and reconstruct his speech 
unconsciously, which means listening must take a risk, to give up one’s own 
consciousness to enter “the other’s desire” so as to reactualize the totality of the 
speaker’s speech (p.256). In this way, “listening speaks,” and becomes externalized, 
as “it compels the subject to renounce its ‘inwardness’” (p.259). Notably, in another 
article “Musica Practica” (1977), Barthes applies this third level of listening to listen 
to Beethoven’s music and discovers a “modern” Beethoven.  
 
In “Musica Practica,” Barthes argues, from the nineteenth century to the twentieth 
century, Beethoven has experienced two historical roles, a “mythical” role and a 
“modern” role, and the two roles point to two different systems of musical criticism. 
In general, the mythical Beethoven is generated from the musical criticism that is 
based on the system of deciphering (parallel to the second level of listening), whereas 
the modern Beethoven, accordingly, is the result of the modern listening (the third 
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level). In the nineteenth century, the critical focus of Beethoven’s music is to decipher 
the “audible” musica practica, or rather “the very breakdown of the code of the 
former musica practica” – how Beethoven might be dissatisfied with himself or his 
language, how he could change his codes as he went through his life (pp.150-2). 
Notably, in “The Grain of the Voice” (1977), Barthes calls this kind of musical 
criticism an “adjective criticism,” or “predicative interpretation” of the pheno-song 
(parallel to Kristeva’s pheno-text); that is, a criticism focusing on the anatomy of 
musical features such as “the structure of the language being sung, the rules of the 
genre, the coded form of the melisma, the composer’s idiolect, the style of the 
interpretation,” in short, everything that is in the service of representation and 
expression, which “forms the tissue of the cultural values” – subjectivity, expressivity, 
dramaticism, the personality of the artist, and so on (pp.179-82). In a word, the 
nineteenth-century musical criticism “feeds on a sort of totality of the artist: his 
career, his loves, his ideas, his character,” which generates the mythical Beethoven 
(“Musica Practica,” p.151).  
 
In contrast, the modern Beethoven is located in the part of “something inaudible,” that 
is, “something for which hearing is not the exact locality” (“Musica Practica,” p.152). 
Opposed to the audible pheno-song, the inaudible music is called geno-song (parallel 
to Kristeva’s geno-text) (“The Grain of the Voice,” p.182). As “geno-” means “to 
become” or “to produce,” similarly geno-song suggests a semiotic germination, which 
“forms a signifying play having nothing to do with communication, representation (of 
feelings), expression” (ibid, p.182). Rather, it has close connection with corporality or 
muscularity, as Barthes argues, “[t]he music one plays comes from an activity that is 
very little auditory, being above all manual (and thus in a way much more sensual),” 
or it is “a muscular music in which the part taken by the sense of hearing is one only 
of ratification, as though the body were hearing” (“Musica Practica,” p.149). In 
general, inaudible music is the music one plays, different from the music one listens 
to passively. It is sensual, corporal, muscular, and “not soul,” for it is the body that 
“controls, conducts, co-ordinates, having itself to transcribe what it reads” by making 
itself “as inscriber and not just transmitter, simple receiver” (ibid, p.149). In all, 
essentially in this music of inaudibility is “the very notion of doing” (ibid, 150).  
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Notably, Barthes’s interpretation of the modern Beethoven is inspired by André 
Boucourechliev’s Beethoven (1969). He states, “since Boucourechliev’s analyses, this 
Beethoven is exemplarily the Beethoven of the Diabelli Variations and the operation 
by which we can grasp this Beethoven (and the category he initiates) can no longer be 
either performance or hearing, but reading” (“Musica Practica,” p.153). Diabelli 
Variations, fully entitled as the 33 Variations on a waltz by Anton Diabelli, Op. 120, 
is a set of variations for the piano written by Beethoven based on a waltz by Anton 
Diabelli. In other words, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations is a rewriting of Diabelli’s 
waltz to some extent. However, as critics point out, it is not a rewriting in its common 
sense, for there is hardly any parallel (whether thematically or formally) between the 
original and the adaption (Cooper 1985; Brendel 2001). Beethoven takes only the 
smallest elements from the original, upon which he built with his own unparalleled 
imagination. As Alfred Brendel suggests, “[t]he theme has ceased to reign over its 
unruly offspring. Rather, the variations decide what the theme may have to offer them. 
Instead of being confirmed, adorned and glorified, it is improved, parodied, ridiculed, 
disclaimed, transfigured, mourned, stamped out and finally uplifted” (p.141).  
 
The case of the Diabelli Variations exemplifies Barthes’s notion of muscular music 
and modern Beethoven. Beethoven puts himself “in the position or, better, in the 
activity of an operator, who knows how to displace, assemble, combine, fit together,” 
in a word, “who knows how to structure,” and “as the reading of the modern text […] 
consists not in receiving, in knowing or in feeling that text, but in writing it anew, in 
crossing its writing with a fresh inscription, so too reading this Beethoven is to 
operate his music, to draw it […] into an unknown praxis” (“Musica Practica,” p.153). 
This “unknown praxis” is identified with unconscious listening. Interestingly, the 
initiator of this ‘modern Beethoven’ (Boucourechliev) similarly has the music in his 
Amers (1873) perform similar operations. His composition is based on an epic poem 
Amers (1857) of Saint-John Perse, but Boucourechliev’s Amers only inherits the title 
of the original work. In other aspects they share little correspondence, as Christine 
Esclapez (2008) suggests, Boucourechliev’s work is only a “thwarted encounter” with 
Perse’s, as it “substitutes music for language, resorting for an enhancement of the 
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poem to the purity of instrumental music rather than the inevitably charged 
signification of vocal music,” or we might say it is only “an ekphrasis in a state of 
denial” (pp.223, 231). 
 
In Esclapez’s statement, we meet an important term “ekphrasis.” According to Siglind 
Bruhn (2008), originally the term refers to the genre of “ekphrasis poetry, i.e. poems 
inspired by paintings or other works of visual arts,” that is, “the verbal representation 
of visual representation” (p.7). Later, it is extended to “a wider definition of what may 
inspire transmedialization” (Bruhn, p.8). Thus, Bruhn puts forward the concept of 
“musical ekphrasis,” which refers to any “musical representation of verbal or visual 
representation” (p.8). Further, Esclapez notes, Boucourechliev’s musical ekphrasis of 
Perse’s Amers attests his quest for “a liberated music, a music that is emancipated 
from all subordination” to the “means of communicating, representing, or imitating 
external realities or affects” (pp.223-4). For Boucourechliev, this liberated music has 
a “rhythm,” but a redefined meaning, as he claims in Essai sur Beethoven (1991): 
 
How can the synthesis of all parameters in action within the musical structure 
be obtained? Under the category of time – that is, rhythm. The moment has 
come to re-examine its definition. 
 
The notion of rhythm can be extended to all the parameters in action, 
especially if music is seen as a system of differences. Because any small 
change – in harmony, pitch, duration, intensity, tone color, register, attack, 
weight – yields a mark, an inflection, musical time, everything is rhythm. (qtd. 
in Esclapez, p.231) 
 
Music is “a system of differences” and “everything is rhythm.” More significantly, 
“[t]his sort of rhythm does not need text or words;” rather, it is “a place and a figure 
of utopia: rhythm as the utopia of meaning; meaning before the said or the understood” 
(Esclapez, p.231. italics in original). From these statements, we find Boucourechliev’s 
“liberated music” with a redefined rhythm is essentially identified with Barthes’s 
concept of muscular music in the very notion of doing, operating and signifying. Thus, 
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based on these readings, like Boucourechliev ekphrasising Perse’s Amers in the state 
of denial, or Beethoven’s ekphrasis of Diabelli’s waltz in its absence, Woolf also 
ekphrasises Beethoven’s work through a muscular operating, which accordingly calls 
for a modern unconscious listening, not in the common sense of hearing with the ear, 
but with the active participation of the whole body. In order to illustrate this argument, 
we therefore move on to Chapter Twelve of the novel, where a festive ball is held to 
celebrate the engagement of two characters (Susan and Arthur).  
 
The ball proceeded smoothly and everyone enjoyed themselves until something 
“terrible” happened, “a terrible thing happened; the music, which had been sounding 
regularly with five-minute pauses, stopped suddenly” (VO, p.180). The band refused 
playing since it was too late (already half past one in the morning), and “the musicians 
were pale and heavy-eyed; they looked bored and prosaic” (VO, p.180). For this 
dismaying boredom, Rachel checked their sheets of music laid on the piano and 
observed, “the general effect of the music to which they had danced so gaily was one 
of passionate regret for dead love and the innocent years of youth; dreadful sorrows 
had always separated the dancers from their past happiness” (VO, p.180). This 
observation of the “dreadful sorrows” and romantic melancholy reminds us of 
Woolf’s own experience in a concert, which she records in her diary (21 April 1918), 
“A man called Julian Clifford played Mozart as if it were a Dream Waltz, slowly & 
sentimentally & with a kind of lugubrious stickiness which spoilt my pleasure in the 
G. Minor” (D1, p.142). To some extent, we might say, Woolf’s feeling of “lugubrious 
stickiness” is fictively created in her novel. This feeling of “lugubrious stickiness” 
also reminds us of Barthes’s comment on the insipidity of the music one listens to 
passively “with the coming of the democracy of the bourgeoisie (the piano, the young 
lady, the drawing room, the nocturne”)” as the muscular music faded out altogether 
(“Musica Practica,” p.145). Thus, “reading a bar or two,” Rachel remarked, “No 
wonder they get sick of playing stuff like this,” for “they’re really hymn tunes, played 
very fast, with bits out of Wagner and Beethoven” (VO, pp.180-1).    
 
Later, Rachel was begged to play for the “unsatisfied” dancers, so she “went on to 
play an air from a sonata by Mozart,” to which she received complaints of “that’s not 
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a dance” (VO, p.181). In reaction to this complaint, Rachel insisted, “It is,” and asked 
them to “Invent the steps” (VO, p.181). Quickly, her aunt Helen “caught the idea” and 
cried, “This is the dance for people who don’t know how to dance!” Soon, people 
followed Helen and danced with “incredible swiftness” (VO, p.181). As the tune 
constantly changed, without stopping from Mozart “to old English hunting songs, 
carols, and hymn tunes,” “[b]y degrees every person in the room was tripping and 
turning in pairs or alone,” and dancing with various gestures not to the tune/rhythm 
(“Once their feet fell in with the rhythm they showed a complete lack of self-
consciousness”), but to their unconscious imagination, like Hewet who invented a 
“voluptuous dreamy dance of an Indian maiden dancing before her Rajah,” whereas 
“Mr. Pepper executed an ingenious pointed step derived from figure-skating” (VO, 
p.181).  
 
This case demonstrates that, with Rachel’s determined operation, the music one 
passively listens to is successfully transformed into the music one plays or operates as 
Barthes suggests. When Helen announces, “This is the dance for people who don’t 
know how to dance!” it signifies the predicative knowledge bound with dance and 
music is forsaken. Its replacement is the unconscious bodily movement of the dancers 
(and listeners). In other words, the meaning of the specific music and dance is no 
longer important, whereas the element of playing/operating/doing is reactivated in 
Woolf’s text. The totality of music that is “manual, muscular, kneadingly physical” 
(“Musica Practica,” p.150) is revived, and the amateurs, who were “forsaken” by the 
complexity of the codes of musica practica, are now invited to join freely and enjoy 
gaily dancing, as Barthes vividly describes, “It is the music which you or I can play, 
alone or among friends, with no other audience than its participants (that is, with all 
risk of theatre, all temptation of hysteria removed)” (“Musica Practica,” p.149).  
 
As the narrator remarks, though “[s]ome people were heard to criticise the 
performance as a romp; to others it was the most enjoyable part of the evening” (VO, 
p.181). To some extent, we can compare this “most enjoyable part” to the “inaudible” 
part of muscular music that one plays. It is not so much auditory – heard through the 
ear only – but through the whole body. In this sense, if we reflect on Varga’s 
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argument that Op. 111 is more preferable because it is a sonata, a purely instrumental 
piece to be played, whereas Op. 112 is a cantata, a verbal piece to be sung, we find 
her argument is not as convincing as supposed to be. For in the modern context of 
playing music, even a cantata – a verbal piece to be sung – can be converted to a piece 
to be played. As to this point of performing vocal music, here we would like to 
introduce a critical work of Wagner’s – Beethoven (1870), in which he actually 
devotes some part to discussing the nature of performing vocal music regarding 
Beethoven’s work. Generally, Beethoven is a long essay Wagner wrote to celebrate 
the centenary of this great musician. In this essay, Wagner reflects on the great 
achievement of Beethoven’s music from many aspects. Yet with a special regard to 
the nature of ‘doing’ music, we therefore turn to Wagner’s analysis of Beethoven’s 
Ninth Symphony with choruses (1824), which is thought to exemplify “the most 
sublime naivety” of his art and “the most complete art form, namely the form in 
which for drama and even more for music all conventionality would have to be 
completely abolished” (pp.125, 159).  
 
Notice Wagner’s supplementary emphasis on the Ninth Symphony “with choruses,” 
which highlights “the leap from instrumental to vocal music […] that was so 
objectionable to common aesthetic criticism” (pp.155-7). Here, the “choruses” and 
“vocal music” refer to Beethoven’s creative incorporation of Schiller’s poem “Ode to 
Joy” to the last (fourth) movement of the symphony. If “common aesthetic criticism” 
states that this introduction of vocal music to instrumental music is “alien to the spirit 
of the music,” for it would impair “the purity of musical expression” (pp.129-31), as 
Maynard Solomon (2003) suggests, then the “referential materials – by virtue of their 
essential externality – undermine the symmetries and coherences of musical form; and 
language (here, Schiller’s text), because it owes its primary allegiance to verbal and 
philosophical ideas, dilutes the power of sound, narrows the range of music’s 
potential meanings” (p.219). Thus, Solomon claims, the inclusion of “Ode to Joy” is 
“unique even among Beethoven’s most unpredictable late-period finales” (p.219).  
 
According to Solomon, Beethoven once “proposed to cancel the ‘Ode to Joy’ as the 
finale of the Ninth Symphony” (p.220), but the poem was preserved. Perhaps as 
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Wagner suggests, “the Master was guided by aberrant aesthetic speculation, but rather 
only by an ideal instinct generated in the true domain of music” (p.131). Here, the 
“ideal instinct” and “true domain of music” can be understood with the help of 
Schopenhauer’s dream theory, which is also used in Wagner’s exposition. Generally, 
this dream theory is based on Schopenhauer’s philosophical scheme in The World as 
Will and Representation (1819). In some sense, the “ideal instinct” can be compared 
to the “Will,” whereas the “true domain of music” is “the revelation of the innermost 
dream image of the essence [Will] of the world” (Wagner, p.149). As there is “the 
innermost dream,” it hypothesizes there is “a second dream, one that immediately 
precedes awakening,” and “could transmit the true content of the first” (Wagner, 
p.151). Yet, it can only transmit the innermost dream “in allegorical form because 
with the complete awakening of the brain to the external world, already prepared and 
at last happening, the forms by which the world of appearances are recognised in 
space and time had to be applied and thus an image constructed which was thoroughly 
related to the common experiences of life” (Wagner, p.151).  
 
From the above analysis the “Will” (parallel to “the innermost dream”) is the essence 
where “the forms of external perception, time and space, no longer apply” (Wagner, 
p.53). In Schopenhauer’s words, the “Will” is a force that lies outside “the province of 
the principle of sufficient reason,” or “the chain of causes and effects, which 
presupposes time, because it only has meaning in relation to it” (pp.98-119). In other 
words, the “Will” is a kind of “thing-in-itself” (p.123) without any meaning related to 
time, space or causality, and cannot be transcribed in a language determined by the 
principle of sufficient reason. Contrary to this non-referential world of “Will,” it is the 
world of “Representation” (in Wagner’s words, “the forms of external perception”) 
that is within the sphere of time, space and causality, and obeys the principle of 
sufficient reason. This “thing-in-itself” of “Will” reminds us of Wurth’s raw “matter 
‘in itself’” and Woolf’s “the thing itself.” 
 
While Schopenhauer distinguishes between the world of “Will” and the world of 
“Representation,” Wagner similarly divides the world into two: “a world of sound” 
and “a world of light” (p.53). According to Wagner, the innermost dream (“Will”) is 
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“revealed by sound and perceptible only through hearing,” just as “[w]e awaken from 
the most terrifying of such dreams with a cry, and in this cry the terrified Will finds 
immediate expression” (pp.53-5. italics in original). This function of crying out, 
through which the “Will” is fully expressed, can only be equaled by the art of music, 
because in Wagener’s mind, music “speaks a language directly comprehensible by 
everybody because it does not require the intermediacy of concepts,” whereas the 
other arts (like poetry or visual arts) can only express “the world of light,” in form of 
“Representation” through Idea (concepts or images) (pp.45-7). If poetry can only 
express “the world of light” through concepts, is not Beethoven’s leap from 
instrumental to vocal music in the Ninth Symphony already obeying Wagner’s design 
of “the world of sound” in which the principle of sufficient reason does not apply?  
 
In order to explain this “seemingly alien” element of choruses, Wagner thus turns to 
Shakespeare’s plays, because he thinks “[Shakespeare’s] dramas seem to be such a 
direct copy of the world, that we cannot find in them any artistic meditation in their 
representation of the idea” (p.145). In other words, Wagner considers Shakespeare’s 
dramas as the “Will” of the world, or “the world of sound,” for they do not “depict 
human characters, but allow[s] them to represent themselves directly, in the same way 
music gives us in its motifs the character of all worldly appearances in accordance 
with their innermost essence” (p.145). Different from other verbal arts, Shakespeare’s 
dramas do not conceptualize the world into ideas (through word and speech), but put 
word and speech into “action.” As the “Will” is manifested fully through a cry in the 
dream, the “Will” is fully manifested (without the interruption of concepts) through 
“action” in Shakespeare’s dramas. This idea of “action” brings us back to Barthes’s 
notion of “doing,” through which the totality of music (Will) is transmitted. 
 
Generally speaking, the “Will” expressed through a cry is not a passive hearing from 
an outside stimulus toward the inside. Rather, it is “an inner stimulus [that] permeates 
the brain from the inside outward” (Wagner, p.155). This “inside outward” transition 
corresponds with Barthes’s inter-subjective transaction that “I am listening” becomes 
“listen to me,” that is, from the passive “I am listening [to the outside stimulus]” to 
unconscious “listening to me.” In other words, the outside stimulus is a preconceived 
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“signified,” whereas the “Will” is perceived through “unconscious listening” which 
does not anticipate a signified, but signifies. Therefore, as to the chorus in the Ninth 
Symphony, Wagner argues, “it is a cantata with text to which the music bears no other 
relation than to any set text. We know that the poet’s verses, even if they were by 
Goethe or Schiller, cannot determine the music, only the drama can do this and not 
indeed the dramatic poem but the drama which is really happening before our eyes as 
a visible reflection of the music where word and speech belong only to the action but 
no more to the poetic thought” (pp.157-9. italics in original).  
 
This dramatization of the chorus, which excludes poetic meditation, is an act of 
signifying, and accordingly makes a piece sung into a piece played. In this way, the 
notion of ‘doing’ music is enacted, and unconscious listening is required. Thus, Varga 
proposition that Beethoven’s cantata Op. 112 is a piece “sung” and thus not suitable 
for the context (where Rachel should “play” music), seems no longer to stand firm. 
Rather, instructed from the case of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony with choruses, even 
though Op. 112 is a cantata – a piece to be “sung,” it does not influence its legitimate 
existence in the novel or its nature in signifying. Further, this nature of signifying is 
best illustrated in Rachel’s tactful operation of music in the festive ball, where she 
successfully changes the boredom of the hymn tunes “with bits out of Wagner and 
Beethoven” into a carnivalesque dance.  
 
If there is a “climax” in this festive ball, it should begin with Hewet’s shout, “Now for 
the great round dance!” “Instantly a gigantic circle was formed,” and “they swung 
faster and faster and faster, until the strain was too great, and one link of the chain – 
Mrs. Thornbury – gave away, and the rest went flying across the room in all 
directions, to land upon the floor or the chairs or in each other’s arms as seemed most 
convenient” (VO, p.182). This strain of rapid swinging and the sheer abrupt break 
anticipates a description in a later novel of Woolf, To the Lighthouse (1927). Though 
in the latter’s case, it is no longer an actual dance, but a dance in the protagonist Lily 
Briscoe’s mind, “All of this danced up and down, like a company of gnats, each 
separate but all marvelously controlled in an invisible elastic net – danced up and 
down in Lily’s mind, in and about the branches of the pear tree […] until her thought 
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which had spun quicker and quicker exploded of its own intensity; she felt released; a 
shot went off close at hand, and there came, flying from its fragments, frightened, 
effusive, tumultuous, a flock of starlings” (TL, p.55).  
 
The juxtaposition of the two cases suggests, if there is a rhythm in Woolf’s novels, it 
is illustrated in this strain of ascending to the quickest spinning and the final sudden 
explosion with numerous atom-like fragments scattering around. And this rhythm also 
makes us recall Boucourechliev’s redefined rhythm and his notion of liberated music 
that “everything is rhythm” and it “can be extended to all the parameters in actions.” 
The fast spinning and sudden explosion make Woolf’s text a kind of “liberated music” 
in Boucourechliev’s sense. In addition, this rhythm is reminiscent of Woolf’s famous 
illustration of life and mind’s activity in “Modern Novels” (1919, later revised and 
republished in Common Reader as “Modern Fiction” in 1925): 
 
The mind, exposed to the ordinary course of life, receives upon its surface a 
myriad impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the 
sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of 
innumerable atoms, composing in their sum what we might venture to call life 
itself; and to figure further as the semi-transparent envelop, or luminous halo, 
surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not 
perhaps the chief task of the novelist to convey this incessantly varying spirit 
with whatever stress or sudden deviation it may display, and as little 
admixture of the alien and external as possible? (E3, p.33) 
 
The rhythm of life is similarly dancing in action, and the mind receives its scattering 
atoms from all sides indiscriminately within its semi-transparent and luminous halo. 
As Woolf appeals the novelists to “convey this incessantly varying spirit” no matter 
how difficult it might be, she takes on the chief task herself to transcribe this rhythm 
of life or mind into her fictive writing. And in this novel the rhythm is specifically 
exemplified in Rachel’s playing music and the liberated dancing in the festive ball. 
Thus, the truth of life and the world is heard, not purely in the sense of hearing, but in 
the rhythmic movement of body, no matter how momentarily it may be.  
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As to the scene of the festive ball, there is one more point that deserves attention: that 
is, while people are dancing in a gigantic circle, they shout out a tune, “D’you ken 
John Peel” (VO, p.182). What makes this point special is that in the pre-publication 
drafts1, the tune they shout out is not “D’you ken John Peel,” but a nursery rhyme 
related to the Mulberry tree. In The Voyage Out, it is Hewet (the male protagonist, an 
aspiring writer, later to become Rachel’s fiancé) who shouts, “Now for the great 
round dance,” whereas in Melymbrosia, it is Rachel who cries, “Now for the great 
round dance,” and “struck into the Mulberry tree” (p.185). With regard to the great 
round dance, this Mulberry tree should refer to the nursery rhyme “Here We Go 
Round the Mulberry Tree,” which was popular in the nineteenth century. It generally 
accompanies a simple children’s game in which they hold hands in a circle and move 
around, just as the dancers did in the novel. Such textual revisions (the change in the 
shouting subject from Rachel to Hewet, and the change of the tune from a nursery 
rhyme to a hunt song) deserves further interrogation.  
 
“D’you ken John Peel” is a celebrated hunt song in the nineteenth century, based on 
the life story of an English huntsman John Peel, who died from a fall from a horse 
while hunting. Interestingly, Peel’s story anticipates that of Pervical’s (the hero in 
Woolf’s latter novel The Waves) dramatic death from a fall from a horse in India. 
Whereas the nursery rhyme of the Mulberry tree is deleted in this novel, it reappears 
in Woolf’s anti-war essay Three Guineas (1938) several times, functioning as a kind 
of “musical” protest against the war culture that is rooted in the fertile soil of 
patriarchy. As Woolf inquires: 
 
How can we prevent the war? If we encourage the daughters to enter the 
professions without making any conditions as to the way in which the 
professions are to be practised shall we not be doing our best to stereotype the 
old tune which human nature, like a gramophone whose needle has stuck, is 
now grinding out with such disastrous unanimity? “Here we go round the                                                    
1 The resource is from Melymbrosia (1982), edited by Louise DeSalvo, “a 390-page version 
of the earlier typescript draft and some fragments of The Voyage Out contained in the Berg 
collection.” (C. Ruth Miller and Lawrence Miller 1995, p.xxii) 
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mulberry tree, the mulberry tree, the mulberry tree. Give it all to me, give it all 
to me, all to me. Three hundred millions spent upon war.” With that song, or 
something like it, ringing in our ears we cannot send our guinea to the 
honorary treasurer without warning her that she shall only have it on condition 
that she shall swear that the professions in future shall be practiced so that they 
shall lead to a different song and a different conclusion. She shall only have it 
if she can satisfy us that our guinea shall be spent in the cause of peace. (TG, 
p.59. italics mine) 
 
With such associations, the Mulberry tree is not a simple tree any more, but a tree 
suggestive of meaning. It alludes to a cultural stereotype that generates “disastrous 
unanimity” and enslaves people (women in particular in Woolf’s context) within the 
gigantic circle of patriarchy, as Woolf further criticizes, “we, daughters of educated 
men, are between the devil and the deep sea. Behind us lies the patriarchal system; the 
private house, with its nullity, its immorality, its hypocrisy, its servility. Before us lies 
the public world, the professional system, with its possessiveness, its jealousy, its 
pugnacity, its greed. The one shuts us up like slaves in a harem; the other forces us to 
circle, like caterpillars head to tail, round and round the mulberry tree, the sacred 
tree, of property. It is a choice of evils. Each is bad” (TG, p.66. italics mine). 
Therefore, she appeals for an end the game, and asks the daughters of educated men 
to “do all in your power to break the ring, the vicious circle, the dance round and 
round the mulberry tree, the poison tree of intellectual harlotry. The ring once broken, 
the captives would be freed” (TG, p.99. italics mine).  
 
If we return to the text of The Voyage Out, we find the link breaks in the figure of Mrs. 
Thornbury who “gave away” dancing (VO, p.182). In the novel, Mrs. Thornbury is a 
wise old woman (her sons are in the army). From her conversations with other 
characters, we learn that she has an open mind in terms of marriage and children, as 
she suggests, “Women without children can do so much for the children of others” 
(VO, p.126). She is also willing to learn from the young, and admits, “I learn so much 
from my own daughters” (VO, p.125). In other words, she believes women should 
lead a different life in the future if they were free from the enslavement of marriage. 
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As to Rachel’s death (which thwarts her expected marriage with Hewet) in the end, 
Mrs. Thornbury suggests, with “her eyes regaining more than their usual brightness,” 
“There must be a reason” and “It can’t only be an accident” (VO, p.403). Indeed, in 
Woolf’s feminist design for this novel, definitely Rachel’s death cannot be an 
accident, but a necessity signifying “brightness” for the future.  
 
Rachel’s death, like Mrs. Thornbury’s giving away in the dance, breaks off the loop 
round the Mulberry tree, or the “vicious circle” of patriarchy. Thus, the explosion in 
the round dance and in the shouting of the hunt song becomes a liberated music which 
suggests unusual brightness of the future, especially that of the women, the daughters 
of the educated men. These women are encouraged to have their own professions and 
lead independent lives with A Room of One’s Own (1929), such as Lily Briscoe in To 
the Lighthouse (1927), or the Pargiter sisters in The Years (1938). Certainly, Rachel’s 
death does not end the novel, but anticipates new prospects for the future. Similarly, 
after The Voyage Out, Woolf continues her voyage in experimental novel writing, and 
anticipates revolutionary construction of new soundscapes, as in Jacob’s Room (1921), 
which is the object of study of the next chapter.  
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Chapter Three 
“What about Beethoven?”: Listening to Ambient Sounds in Jacob’s Room 
 
 
 
If in The Voyage Out we contend Woolf already had the idea of deploying music to a 
liberated rhythm and instructing us not to listen to Beethoven’s music (the keynote 
sound) consciously, it appears that her skill in placing music in her first novel is not 
mature enough. For in order to create a soundscape that may parallel that of 
Beethoven’s music, Woolf still felt it necessary to set her protagonist Rachel as an 
amateur pianist, and fictively attach the theme to music (despite ekphrasising 
Beethoven’s work in its absence). In other words, the soundscape Woolf creates in 
The Voyage Out is still musically “symbolic,” with an amateur pianist embarking on a 
symbolic voyage into independence, yet somehow ending with a symbolic death. In 
this chapter, we will turn to Woolf’s third novel Jacob’s Room, and contend that her 
skill of operating music is performed more astutely, especially in the sense that she 
develops the idea into an inquiry of the “about-ness” of Beethoven’s music, and 
accordingly creates an “ambient” soundscape that can be parallel to the ambient music 
developed in the twentieth century from the avant-garde musician Erik Satie (1866-
1925), to John Cage (1912-1992), and then to Brian Eno (1948 – present).  
 
This “about-ness” or ambience makes Beethoven’s music far more less a subject 
matter than being formally dissolved into the very construction of the fabric of the 
novel, which may be compared to a delay-line system that Eno invented regarding his 
contribution to the development of ambient music. The ambient effect of music resists 
a fixed sound source, embraces unexpectedness, and emphasizes the ambient 
vibration of soundscape. This effect matches Woolf’s rhythmical plan, enabling her to 
write the novel by changing its style “at will.” Further, the ambient absorption of the 
accidental, unexpected mistakes and all kinds of environmental noises draws our 
attention to Woolf’s incorporation of street noises into Jacob’s Room, and directs us 
to interrogate how she makes use of these sounds (noises) to construct a literary 
ambient soundscape. In our survey of Woolf’s musical essays, we find street noises 
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are associated with the unorthodox natures of vagrancy and dissonance in a wider 
social-political context, concerning the eligible rights of street musicians, the structure 
of society, the power relationships between the center and the peripheral, the male and 
the female, and so on, which pushes us further to investigate the social-political value 
of the ambient soundscape that Woolf endeavors to create in the novel. In short, we 
argue by incorporating the ambient noises into the soundscape, Woolf redefines the 
literary discourse of “silence,” deconstructs the male-dominated narrative convention 
(i.e. the Romantic conception of subjectivity) and challenges the gender-power system 
in the patriarchal society as a whole.  
 
As she began writing Jacob’s Room, Woolf recorded some “Reflections” in her 
notebook, “I think the main point is that it should be free. Yet what about form? Let 
us suppose that the Room will hold it together. Intensity of life compared with 
immobility. Experience. To change style at will” (qtd. in Bishop, p.1). In this 
statement, Woolf almost identifies the “form” of the novel with a “Room” that rejects 
any fixed style. This indefinite “Room” echoes Woolf’s scheme to write the novel to 
an indefinite rhythm. At this point, it is worthwhile to note Julia Briggs’s (2005) 
insightful comparison of Woolf’s writing plan for Jacob’s Room with that of “An 
Unwritten Novel,” a short fiction Woolf wrote in 1920, and published in her first short 
fiction collection Monday or Tuesday (1920). Briggs suggests: 
 
The differences between Woolf’s short story “An Unwritten Novel” and 
Jacob’s Room are as significant as their similarities: “An Unwritten Novel” is 
an extended fantasy, a fiction within a fiction […] The “opening out” principle 
devised for “An Unwritten Novel” allowed her to invent as she went along, 
and use those inventions to carry the story forward, rather than having to 
follow some preconceived plan; but [in Jacob’s Room] its freedom was to be 
kept in check by a counter-balancing principle of enclosure, “the Room.” 
Rooms carry complex meanings as the spaces we occupy and shape around 
ourselves, metaphorically as well as literally. (p.95) 
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As to the “opening out” principle that Briggs mentions actually points to a diary 
record that Woolf kept on 26 January 1920. She wrote: 
 
This afternoon [I] arrived at some idea of a new form for a new novel. 
Suppose one thing should open out of another – as in An Unwritten Novel – 
only not for 10 pages but 200 or so – doesn’t that give the looseness & 
lightness I want: doesnt that get closer & yet keep form & speed, & enclose 
everything, everything? […] I figure that the approach will be entirely 
different this time: no scaffolding; scarcely a brick to be seen; all crepuscular, 
but the heart, the passion, humour, everything as bright as fire in the mist. 
Then I’ll find room for so much – a gaiety – an inconsequence – a light 
spirited stepping at my sweet will. […] the theme is a blank to me; but I see 
immense possibilities in the form. (D2, pp.13-4)  
 
If we read carefully, this “blank” plan for writing “An Unwritten Novel” is actually a 
plan for un-writing a novel, that is, an unofficial manifesto to un-write the convention 
of novel writings. This convention, labeled as “materialist” writing by Woolf in her 
essays (including “Character in Fiction,” “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown,” “Modern 
Fiction,” etc.), refers to the kind of writing that “laid an enormous stress upon the 
fabric of things” (E3, p.420), such as character-creating, the materialist solidity of 
settings, the exquisite intricacy of plot designs, etc., whose tyranny holds the writers 
in thrall, but lets the “rhythm” of life escape. Whereas in this plan for “An Unwritten 
Novel,” the “fabric of things” is to be melted into “the mist” – with “no scaffolding; 
scarcely a brick to be seen;” and “all crepuscular.” This “all crepuscular” vision out of 
Woolf’s “sweet will” is to be continued in writing Jacob’s Room, whose style is also 
to be changed “at will.” Woolf confirms this connection in her diary.  
 
When “An Unwritten Novel” was published, Woolf speculates it would “certainly be 
abused” (D2, p.29). As to the public’s response, Woolf states, “‘Pretentious’ they say; 
& then a woman writing well, & writing in The Times – that’s the line of it. This 
slightly checks me from beginning Jacob’s Room” (D2, p.30). Indeed, Woolf is 
“Pretentious” to be “after something interesting” which “ceased to interest people,” 
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and “becoming more myself” (D2, pp.106-7). However, she is depressed that her 
readers fail to understand what she is after, as their review is “complimentary enough, 
but quite unintelligent” (D2, p.106). Then what is this “something interesting” that 
Woolf is after? Perhaps, we can refer to a letter (16 October 1930) of Woolf to Ethel 
Smyth, in which she writes: 
 
These little pieces in Monday or (and) Tuesday were written by way of 
diversion; […] I shall never forget the day I wrote The Mark on the Wall – all 
in a flash, as if flying, after being kept stone breaking for months. The 
Unwritten Novel was the great discovery, however. That – again in one second 
– showed me how I could embody all my deposit of experience in a shape that 
fitted it – not that I have ever reached that end; but anyhow I saw, branching 
out of the tunnel I made, when I discovered that method of approach, Jacobs 
Room [1922], Mrs Dalloway [1925] etc – How I trembled with excitement; 
[…] And, I add, Green and Blue and the heron were the wild outbursts of 
freedom, inarticulate, ridiculous, unprintable mere outcries. (L4, p.231) 
 
From this account, we see “[An] Unwritten Novel” is a “great discovery” of profound 
influence to her later writings, and maybe an answer to “something interesting” that 
Woolf is after.  
 
As Briggs suggests, “An Unwritten Novel” is “an extended fantasy.” It narrates an 
imagined life of a Miss Minne Marsh who sat opposite to the narrator on the train as 
they travelled from London to the South Coast. The narrator supposes Miss Minne be 
a married, yet childless and unhappy woman, probably having committed some crime. 
There are many possibilities for her crime, but the narrator jumps in and claims, “I 
have my choice of crimes,” which is illustrated in a kind of “hyperlinked” narration, 
“Neighbors – the doctor – baby brother – the kettle – scalded – hospital – dead – or 
only the shock of it, the blame?” (CSF, p.115). Similarly, when dealing with the 
specific settings, the narrator brackets the details and states, “[But this we’ll skip; 
ornaments, curtains, trefoil china plate, yellow oblongs of cheese, white squares of 
biscuit – skip […] Skip, skip, till we reach the landing on the upper floor]” (CSF, 
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p.114). More dramatically, at the end of the story while the train pulled into the 
station, the “childless” Minne was met by a young man who appeared to be her son, 
which confounded the narrator so that she lost in desperate confusions, “Mysterious 
figures! Mother and son. Who are you? Why do you walk down the street? Where 
tonight will you sleep, and then, tomorrow?” and “Who am I?” (CSF, p.121). 
 
The narrator, confounded, concludes, “This, I fancy, must be the sea. Grey is the 
landscape; dim as ashes; the water murmurs and moves” (CSF, p.121). This ending on 
a grey/dim landscape (or soundscape) of water murmuring and moving echoes 
Woolf’s own commentary of her stories (“Green and Blue and the heron”) as “the 
wild outbursts of freedom, inarticulate, ridiculous, unprintable mere outcries.” The 
“heron” here should refer to the story “Monday or Tuesday” (1920), which both 
begins and ends with a heron, “Lazy and indifferent,” passing over the sky (CSF, 
p.137). In this little story, there is an intriguing statement, “From ivory depths words 
rising shed their blackness, blossom and penetrate” (CSF, p.137). These words rising 
from ivory depths further echo the “bubble of sound” in “A Haunted House” (1920), 
where “The shadow of a thrush crossed the carpet; from the deepest wells of silence 
the wood pigeon drew its bubble of sound” (CSF, p.122). In general, what the 
correspondences tend to suggest is, the tension between the well of silence and the 
bubble of sound (words) is a key point to understand the crepuscular (or inarticulate) 
context of writing that Woolf proposes for Jacob’s Room.   
 
If we return to Briggs’s proposition that the “preconceived” Room of Jacob may work 
as “a counter-balancing principle of enclosure” to keep freedom in check, we propose 
this Room of Jacob is not as “preconceived” as suggested. Instead, it is inconceivable 
as it is virtually absent in the novel, or in Woolf’s words, with “no scaffolding” and 
“scarcely a brick to be seen.” As the novel begins, we are not brought into an actual 
Room of Jacob, but to the coast of Cornwall where Mrs. Flanders (Jacob’s mother, 
Elizabeth [Betty] Flanders, a widow) is looking for Jacob, and then inconsecutively, 
to the moors of Scarborough where Mrs. Jarvis (Betty’s friend, a clergyman’s wife) 
has romantic walks, to the train which travels to Trinity College where Jacob would 
start his undergraduate life, to the don’s house for lunch, to the London streets of 
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metropolitan life, to the Opera House, to the British Museum Library, to Italy and 
Greece; and not until the end of the novel, are we brought into Jacob’s Room, where 
Mrs. Flanders holds out a pair of Jacob’s old shoes, without knowing what to do with 
them, for Jacob was dead in the great war and would never come back. In other 
words, if there were a “shape” fit to embody all the deposit of experiences, this “shape” 
must have been un-written into the “all crepuscular” mist, and evolved into the “shape” 
of Room that holds everything together in its absence.  
 
The absence of the Room entails unconscious listening. In the previous chapter, by 
unconsciously hearing Beethoven’s music (the keynote sound) in The Voyage Out, we 
explored how Woolf constructs a soundscape of a liberated rhythm through Rachel’s 
operating of music. In this chapter, we will continue listening to Beethoven’s music 
(the keynote sound), yet reoriented to its “about-ness.” We will discuss how Woolf 
constructs an ambient soundscape of effect parallel to that of the ambient music 
developed in the twentieth century through Eric Satie, John Cage and Brian Eno, and 
how she tactfully embraces the tension between the wells of silence and the bubble of 
sound (words) in the novel. In terms of listening to Beethoven’s music, we therefore 
turn to Chapter V of the novel directly, where a conversation about Beethoven is 
taking place between Jacob and his college friend Bonamy: 
 
“I say, Bonamy, what about Beethoven?” 
(“Bonamy” is an amazing fellow. He knows practically everything – not more 
about English literature than I do – but then he’s read all those Frenchmen.”) 
“I rather suspect you’re talking rot, Bonamy. In spite of what you say, poor 
old Tennyson….” 
(“The truth is one ought to have been taught French. Now, I suppose, old 
Barfoot is talking to my mother. That’s an odd affair to be sure. But I can’t see 
Bonamy down there. Damn London!”) for the market carts were lumbering 
down the street. 
“What about a walk on Saturday?” 
(“What’s happening on Saturday?”) (JR, p.70) 
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What about Beethoven? The conversation does not provide the reader with a sensible 
answer. As Emily Crapoulet (2009) suggests in her booklet, we can never hear what 
the characters had discussed concerning Beethoven in their “aborted” conversations 
(Virginia Woolf: A Musical Life, p.8), which jump from one phrase to another so 
illogically and disconnectedly. The substance of their talks is virtually skipped over. 
Only the question is left, hanging there like a bleak signifier, inciting us to ask, “What 
about Beethoven?” As the narrator suggests in subsequent paragraphs, “something is 
always impelling one to hum vibrating, like the hawk moth, at the mouth of the 
cavern of mystery […] half of what he [Jacob] was too dull to repeat; much 
unintelligible […] what remains is mostly a matter of guess work. Yet over him we 
hang vibrating” (JR, pp.70-1). “Vibrating” is the word that catches our attention, for it 
can be the kind of sound effect the aborted conversations generate: one question 
crashes upon another abruptly, without sufficient connections, which reminds us of 
Roland Barthes’s listening experience at Cage’s composition, “it is each sound one 
after the next that I listen to, not in its syntagmatic extension, but in its raw and as 
though vertical signifying: by deconstructing itself, listening is externalized, it 
compels the subject to renounce his ‘inwardness’” (“Listening,” p.259). Thus, with 
the vibrating hum in Jacob’s Room, Barthes’s listening experience of “vertical 
signifying” seems to be renovated. As the “vertical signifying” summons unconscious 
listening that is to renounce inwardness, we propose, similarly, in the vibrating 
Jacob’s Room, the act of listening is to be externalized. In other words, we are not to 
listen to the inwardness of Beethoven’s music, but to its “about-ness” (as the question 
“What about Beethoven?” suggests), which has close affinity to the word “ambience” 
in the musical discourse, that is, the effect of ambient music.  
 
 
Ambient Music: Satie, Cage and Eno 
 
According to Daniel Siepmann (2010), “Ambient music is a genre of music that 
focuses on coloring the listener’s sonic environment while largely disregarding other 
functional musical traits such as melodicism, harmonic progression, or rhythmic 
variation. While these qualities are certainly recognizable in the musical texture, they 
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are all yoked towards advancing an unobtrusive, background music – a music that 
isn’t meant to be listened to directly” (p.174). “Not to be listened to directly” is to be 
listened to inattentively or unconsciously. Notably, the term “ambient music” does not 
appear officially until Brain Eno (1948 – present) uses it to describe his compositions 
in Discreet Music (1975). However, the concept of “ambience” has already existed for 
long since the early 1920s. In fact, Eno’s “ambient music” is developed from musique 
d’ameublement (“furniture music”) that Erik Satie (the French avant-garde composer) 
generated around the 1920s. As the meaning of the title literally suggests, “furniture 
music” is meant to function like the furniture in the room, mainly as a “background 
embellish-ment” or “a ‘pretty’ backdrop to the activities of the participants in the 
space” (Siepmann, p.174), and not to be listened to directly. Satie once described this 
concept in a prospectus sent to Jean Cocteau (1889-1963): 
  
Nous, nous voulons établir une musique faite pour satisfaire les besoins 
“utiles.” L’Art n’entre pas dans ces besoins. La “Musique d’Ameublement” 
crée de la vibration; elle n’a pas d’autre but; elle remplit le même rôle que la 
lumière, la chaleur – et le confort, sous toutes les formes. (qtd. in Blickhan 
1976, p.13) 
 
Furniture music creates “vibration,” and fulfills the same role as that of light, heat, 
and comfort in all its forms. In Charles Blickhan’s (1976) words, this type of music 
provides an “aural background” to our daily lives, and represents a development in the 
discourse of listening – “how we listen (or don’t) listen to music.” Furniture music is 
not required to be listened to at all, and this is its ultimate function, that is, its function 
is always “to remain unassertive,” in much the same way as “a frame to a painting” – 
“The frame adds to the appreciation of the picture but never draws the eye away from 
it; it should have no strong identity of its own, but should take on that of the painting 
it surrounds. By creating a music that was intrinsically unfocused, Satie composed 
music without musical identity” (pp.13-5). Music without identity or to be listened to 
inattentively is quite opposed to the attentive listening in Satie’s age.  
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It was reported that on March 8, 1920, when Satie’s furniture music was first 
performed in Paris, the audience was urged to “take no notice of it and to behave 
during the intervals as if it did not exist;” however, while “the instruments, placed in 
the corners of the hall, began playing ceaseless repetitions of popular refrains, 
members of the audience began to resume their seats and become quiet. Satie rushed 
out, urging them to talk and make a noise, but was not successful” (Blickhan, pp.6-7). 
This avant-garde practice of furniture music, which was to change the “trained” habits 
of the audience to sit silently and listen intently, becomes “all a joke” (Blickhan, p.7). 
According to Siepmann, “[f]or a quarter of a century after the composer’s death, all of 
the Furniture Music pieces remained largely hidden from the general public,” and 
only “[b]y the end of the 1960s, parts of the Furniture Music scores started to appear 
as illustrations to press articles and new Satie biographies” (p.176).  
 
After Satie, John Cage is the person who initiates the “second, distinct blossoming of 
twentieth century ambient music” (Siepmann, p.176). In an article devoted to “Erik 
Satie,” Cage directs “an imaginary conversation between Satie and [himself]” (1973, 
p.76). This dialogue begins with Satie’s commitment to look for “a music which is 
like furniture” and “will be part of the noise of the environment” (p.76. italics in 
original). Cage questions, “Who’s interested in Satie nowadays anyway?” and “Is 
Satie relevant in mid-century?” (p.77). After some discussions, the dialogue is drawn 
to a conclusion with Satie’s statement that “It (L’Esprit Nouveau) teaches us to tend 
towards an absence (simplicité) of emotion and an inactivity (fermeté),” and Cage 
proposes, “It’s not a question of Satie’s relevance” – “To be interested in Satie one 
must be disinterested to begin with, accept that a sound is a sound and a man is a man, 
give up illusions about ideas of order, expressions of sentiment, and all the rest of our 
inherited aesthetic claptrap” (p.82). If we combine Satie’s and Cage’s words together, 
the argument becomes, “This subject is entertaining […] but it is getting nowhere;” it 
is “neither good nor bad,” but can “oscillate” (p.82). “Oscillate,” here reminds us of 
the effect of “vibrating,” in both Satie’s and Woolf’s contexts. 
 
In another essay on Satie’s furniture music, Cage claims, “Furniture Music is 
fundamentally industrial. People have the habit – day after day – of making music in 
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situations where music has nothing to do. […] What we want to do is to establish a 
music made to satisfy human need the way the utilities do. Art is extraneous to these 
needs. Furniture Music creates vibrations. That’s its single purpose” (1987, p.65. 
italics in original). Cage’s words echo Satie’s original concept of musique 
d’ameublement. However, this “inactivity” or “absence” of emotion in Satie’s 
furniture music (from which the effect of vibration or oscillation is generated), when 
transferred to Cage’s compositions, is developed into a kind of “chance operation” or 
a philosophy of “indeterminism” that is influenced by Eastern thought (principally 
Indian Buddhism and Chinese I-Ching). In Siepmann’s words, the essence of musical 
“indeterminism” lies in forsaking the desire to control music/sound; only when the 
composer is able to “clear his mind of music,” and take a sound for a sound rather 
than expressions of man-made theories or human sentiments, music is possible 
(p.178).  
 
In a lecture on his Music of Changes (1951), Cage explains: 
 
There is a tendency in my composition means away from ideas of order 
towards no ideas of order […] in the Music of Changes, the note-to-note 
procedure, the method, is the function of chance operations […] chance 
operations determined stability or change of tempo […] by introducing the 
action of method into the body of the structure, and these two opposed in 
terms of order and freedom, that structure became indeterminate: it was not 
possible to know the total time-length of the piece until the final chance 
operation, the last toss of coins affecting the rate of tempo, had been made. 
Being indeterminate, though still present, it became apparent that structure 
was not necessary. (1973, pp.18-21) 
 
This indeterminate strategy reminds us of Woolf’s “pretentious” plan for writing 
Jacob’s Room – that is “to change style at will.” Structure is not necessary, as Cage 
further notes in “Indeterminancy,” “no two performances of the Music of Changes 
will be identical (each act is virgin, even the repeated one),” and if there were a 
structure or a form, it should be “morphology of the continuity” (1973, p.36). At this 
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point, we may contend, Woolf’s indefinite “Room” for the novel is essentially 
identical to Cage’s non-form strategy in musical composition.  
 
Importantly, in this lecture on Music of Changes, Cage has an insightful explanation 
on “silence,” an “auditory” term that should be an equivalent to the philosophical-
musical term “indeterminism.” In terms of this concept of “indeterminism,” Cage 
asks: “What does it do, having nothing to do? And what happens to a piece of music 
when it is purposelessly made? What happens, for instance, to silence?” (1973, p.22). 
He suggests, 
  
Formerly, silence was the time lapse between sounds, useful towards a variety 
of ends, among them that of tasteful arrangement, where by separating two 
sounds or two groups of sounds their differences or relationships might 
receive emphasis; or that of expressivity, where silences in a musical discourse 
might provide pause or punctuation; […] Where none of these or other goals is 
present, silence becomes something else – not silence at all, but sounds, the 
ambient sounds. The nature of these is unpredictable and changing. These 
sounds (which are called silence only because they do not form part of a 
musical intention) may be depended upon to exist. (1973, pp.22-3) 
 
Therefore, silence becomes “ambient sounds,” which are unpredictable and not 
“formed” to be listened to intently. In Cage’s words, “to approach them as objects is 
to utterly miss the point;” only “Where the ears are in connection with a mind that has 
nothing to do, that mind is free to enter into the act of listening” (1973, pp.23, 31). 
 
Besides Music of Changes, Cage’s argument on silence/ambient sounds is best 
illustrated in his renowned 4’33’’ (1952), a three-movement composition completely 
composed of four minutes and thirty-three seconds of “silence.” It is a silent piece 
because no sound in the piece itself is heard, as the performer is instructed not to play 
any instrument during the entire performance. In its premiere in New York (given by 
David Tudor), the audience only sees the performer sit at the piano, intermittently 
opening and closing the lid of the piano, which is to mark the beginning and end of 
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each movement of different time period. In other words, what the audience hears is 
not the “auditory” content of the musical piece itself, but its total “silence,” or the 
“ambient noise” while the piece is “silently” performed. 4’33’’ overturns the 
expectations of a musically knowledgeable audience, and redefines the discourse of 
silence into ambient sounds (noise). This transition recalls Schafer’s observation of 
Cage’s act that opens the doors of the concert hall to let in the traffic noise, which 
becomes the texture of the music. The audience’s attention is distracted from the 
preconceived “inwardness” of the musical composition itself to the “about-ness” of 
the ambient sounds (noise). This immersion in ambience is a pertinent illustration of 
Cage’s musical philosophy of “indeterminism” and redefinition of “silence.” 
 
After Cage, it is Brian Eno who brings forward the third innovation of ambient music, 
and adapts “the principles of Furniture Music into the new, more absolute musical 
landscape of electro-acoustics” (Siepmann, p.177). His first representative work of 
ambient music is Discreet Music (1975). In the liner notes of this album, Eno explains 
his musical “philosophy”: 
 
I was trying to make a piece that could be listened to and yet could be ignored 
… perhaps in the spirit of Satie who wanted to make music that could “mingle 
with the sound of the knives and forks at dinner.” […] a new of hearing music 
– as part of the ambience of the environment just as the colour of the light and 
the sound of the rain were parts of that ambience. It is for this reason that I 
suggest listening to the piece at comparatively low levels, even to the extent 
that it frequently falls below the threshold of audibility. 
 
This statement indicates the correspondence between ambient music and Satie’s 
furniture music, and Eno’s paradoxical expression “A piece that could be listened to 
and yet could be ignored” echoes Cage’s conception of silence as ambient sounds. 
Interestingly, in the liner notes, Eno also mentions the genesis of his idea for ambient 
music. Generally, it is from an occasional “bed-ridden” experience of listening in a 
hospital. Due to an accident, he was in hospital and had to stay in bed. His friend 
came to visit him and gave him a record of the eighteenth-century harp music. As his 
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friend left, he put the record on but found the amplifier was set at an extremely low 
level. However, he had no energy to get up and turned on the volume and let it be. 
Interesting, it was just this “almost inaudible” listening experience that gave him the 
idea of ambient listening and invented ambient music. 
 
In order to create this new “inaudible” effect of ambient music, Eno invents a key 
device called “delay line system” which is “an assemblage of tape recorders looped 
together, augmented by tone generators and various filters” (Siepmann, p.177). With 
this device, Eno claims, “my degree of participation […] was limited to (a) providing 
an input (in this case, two simple and mutually compatible melodic lines of different 
duration stored on a digital recall system) and (b) occasionally altering the timbre of 
the synthesizer’s output by means of a graphic equalizer” (“liner notes”). This 
“limited” participation on the composer’s side corresponds with Cage’s “silent” 
philosophy of indeterminism. Later, Eno advances this “delay line system” as he 
records Music for Airports (1978), which continues the concept of ambience, created 
as background music in the airport. In the liner notes of this album, Eno claims: 
 
An ambience is defined as an atmosphere, or a surrounding influence: a tint. 
[…] Whereas the extant music companies proceed from the basis of 
regularizing environments by blanketing their acoustic and atmospheric 
idiosyncracies, Ambient Music is intended to enhance these. Whereas 
conventional background music is produced by stripping away all sense of 
doubt and uncertainty (and thus all genuine interests) from music, Ambient 
Music retains these qualities. [In a word,] Ambient Music must be able to 
accommodate many levels of listening attention without enforcing one in 
particular; it must be as ignorable as it is interesting. 
 
Eno’s defense for Ambient Music can be a manifesto for “unconscious listening,” for 
both of them embrace what is bracketed in the conventional musically conscious 
listening and turn to an unconscious extra-musical (ambient) listening.  
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To the ambient effect of music, the apparatus of delay line system plays an essential 
role. As to how this apparatus works, Siepmann explains:  
 
From a tone generator such as a single synthesizer playing a complex sound, 
to an oscillator producing a single pure sine wave, nearly all of the inputs into 
this assemblage emerge largely unrecognizable compared to their original 
derivation. The sound from the original input device passes through a variety 
of filtration units, generally either a graphic equalizer that modulates the 
amplitude of certain band frequencies in the tone, or an echo or reverb unit 
that widens the psycho-acoustic space of the sound and increases the depth in 
which we appear to hear it. Finally the modified signal(s) reaches a series of 
tape recorders, and as the signal passes over the tape heads, often looping 
many times, the instances of sound repeat with diminishing volume levels. 
Thus, Eno and others are able to generate sounds that appear to emerge from 
nothingness, slowly twist and bend in their resonance, and decay into oblivion. 
(p.179) 
 
From this description, we remember Eno’s “limited” degree of participation in his 
composition through an input-output apparatus in the delay line system. In other 
words, this input-output apparatus makes the delay line system an open device that is 
opposed to the conventional closed/finished instruments which exacts accuracy in 
each component. As the sonic materials run through the delay line and interact with 
the mediating elements, the composer would expect unexpected “mistakes” from the 
open system so that a “delay-centric” (Siepmann, p.180) is generated. A preconceived 
“center” (or origin) of a sound is deconstructed or delayed, and in Eric Tamm’s 
(1995) words, any “single note” becomes “a complex and active entity” as it runs 
through the various “treatments” in the delay line system, being either enhanced or 
subtracted, amplified or decayed (qtd. in Siepmann, pp.181-2). As to this effect, 
Siepmann explains: 
 
Not only does a single note gain the status of a vibrant and living entity, but 
when the mass of these notes is stacked, blended, and shifted, the microcosm 
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and macrocosm of Eno’s ambient music become indistinguishable. Listeners 
hear undulating and evolving entities no matter where the ear directs its focus. 
The referential space itself, enormous and often times unusual, disorients and 
distracts focus or precise attention from any one element. Ambient music 
surrounds the listener with a sense of almost unending depth, saturating the 
listener’s perspective. Pieces like these provide a substrate which blends with 
the environment and invites a musical listening to a perpetually new wash of 
sound. (p.182)  
 
Notably, Siepmann’s comparison of the ambient effect of an “almost unending depth” 
with a perpetual new wash of sound connects us with Woolf’s “ivory depths” (or the 
well of silence) from which bubble of sound (words) rise and shed their blackness, 
blossom and penetrate. The correspondence is to suggest, if there were a “shape” for 
Jacob’s Room, it may be like Eno’s open delay line system, which does not fix on a 
single note, but anticipate unanticipated mistakes, and aim for the same sound effect 
as the musical ambience. In other words, though Woolf does not live to the time of 
Cage or Eno, nor may she even have necessarily known about Satie, as some critics1 
point out – “Woolf’s favorite listening materials were not ‘modern’ experimental 
composers” (Clements 2005, p.161), and Woolf shows a “lack of familiarity with the 
music of her age” (Szegedy-Maszák 2012, p.94) – still in her novel we hear 
“vibration” humming at the mouth of the cavern of mystery, which resembles the 
perpetual new wash of sound as in the ambient music. If we return to the conversation 
about Beethoven, and take the question “What about Beethoven?” as a kind of “single 
note” (or a keynote sound), we observe it is layered, diluted, decayed, and blended 
with other notes of questions (sounds) in the indefinite space of Jacob’s Room. In 
other words, this indefinite Room functions like Eno’s delay line system, and 
produces bubbles of sounds (words) that have the effect of ambience. 
 
                                                    
1 However, Emma Sutton in Virginia Woolf and Classical Music: Politics, Aesthetics, Form 
(2013) argued that Woolf is quite active in engaging with the avant-garde music including the 
works by Strauss, Rimsky-Korsakov, N. N. Tcherepnin and others (though Satie was not 
listed in the survey).   
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Street Noises and Vagrant Chords: Ambient Sounds in Jacob’s Room 
 
From “What about Beethoven” to “What about a walk on Saturday”: the conversation 
resembles what Jacob says to Bonamy, “I rather suspect you’re talking rot,” or what 
the narrator suggests, “certainly, […] half of what he said was too dull to repeat; 
much unintelligible […] what remains is mostly a matter of guess work. Yet over him 
we hang vibrating.” As discussed, “vibrating” is the very “ambient” effect generated 
when the “single note” crashes upon other notes in an illogical way. Concerning 
Woolf’s rhythmic metaphor of life, those “dull” and “unintelligible” conversations are 
also like those little “atoms” coming from all sides simultaneously and falling upon 
the dancing net of the mind. Further, these little atoms are among innumerable atoms 
scattering about in the semi-transparent halo of the metropolitan life in the London 
city, the ambient soundscape that Woolf constructs in the chapter of the novel: vans 
rushing through, omnibuses passing by, people coming and going, organs for ever 
chanting, and street musicians singing out loud on the streets, and so on: 
 
Then two thousand hearts in the semi-darkness remembered, anticipated, 
travelled dark labyrinths; […] In short, the observer is choked with 
observations. Only to prevent us from being submerged by chaos, nature and 
society between them have arranged a system of classification which is 
simplicity itself; stalls, boxes, amphitheatre, gallery. The moulds are filled 
nightly. There is no need to distinguish details. But the difficulty remains – 
one has to choose. For though I have no wish to be Queen of England or only 
for a moment – I would willingly sit beside her; I would hear the Prime 
Minister’s gossip; the countess whisper, and share her memories of halls and 
gardens; the massive fronts of the respectable conceal after their secret code; 
or why so impermeable? And then, doffing one’s own headpiece, how strange 
to assume for a moment some one’s – any one’s – to be a man of valour who 
has ruled the Empire; […] But no – we must choose. Never was there a 
harsher necessity! Or one which entails greater pain, more certain disaster; for 
wherever I seat myself, I die in exile. (JR, pp.65-7) 
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Whether inside or outside the concert halls, such is the soundscape constructed in 
Jacob’s Room: not only Jacob or Bonamy, but “two thousands hearts” are submerged 
in the semi-darkness of life in chaos. However, in contrast with this inarticulate (or 
crepuscular) soundscape of semi-darkness and chaos, an articulate “system of 
classification” exists, typically represented in the hierarchical arrangement of seats in 
the theatre: stalls, boxes, amphitheatre, gallery. “Articulate” points to the clarification 
of subject identity and the assertion of social status possessing specific economic and 
political power. One pays differently to obtain different seats – the higher the price, 
the better the seat. In other words, the differentiation in theatrical seats denote a class 
politics, as the narrator remarks, “For though I have no wish to be Queen of England 
or only for a moment – I would willingly sit beside her; I would hear the Prime 
Minister’s gossip; the countess whisper, and share her memories of halls and gardens.” 
As Sven Oliver Müller (2014) observes, “opera houses and concert halls were in fact 
highly segregated places of social inequality, [though] they were in theory accessible 
to anyone willing (or able) to purchase a ticket”(p.155). “In theory” seems ironic, for 
“the audience was regulated by social, cultural, and financial restrictions. Seating 
arrangements, clothes, codes of behavior, and often even the ability and the 
permission to buy tickets, divided music lovers;” in other words, “[o]pera houses and 
concert halls offered the attraction of social exclusivity, hand in hand with the 
possibility of interacting with other elites;” and since they were “meeting places [in 
theory] where high- and lowbrow audiences, men and women, different classes, 
confessions and political groups interacted,” they “constituted one of the most 
important social spheres of the nineteenth century” (Müller, p.155). Müller’s 
statement is applicable to the theatrical “system of classification” in Woolf’s text. 
 
However, in this articulate “system of classification,” the subject is ironically split 
apart, as the narrator remarks, “for wherever I seat myself, I die in exile.” This split 
subject indicates an inarticulate stand, that is, what is expected (as the signified) is 
displaced, or delayed. With reference to Eno’s delay line system, the displacement in 
subjectivity is like the unexpected “mistakes” that pop out in the performance and 
result in the delay-centric effect of ambient music. From “What about Beethoven” to 
the noise of market carts lumbering down the street and then to two thousands hearts 
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travelling in dark labyrinths, Woolf’s narrative rhythmically oscillates among 
inarticulate sounds (or subjects). In this sense, Woolf is deconstructing the articulate 
“system of classification” by way of an ambient or delay-centric strategy. This 
deconstructive narrative resembles Cage’s act to open the door of the concert hall to 
let in the traffic noise on the street, which redefines the relationship between silence 
and ambient sounds (noise) in the soundscape.  
 
In fact, Woolf’s preference for street noise is reflected much earlier. In her 1905 essay 
“Street Music,” she demonstrates a positive attitude toward street noise. Notably, the 
essay is a reaction to the problematic issue of street noise in London (especially that 
from street musicians): “‘Street musicians are counted a nuisance’ by the candid 
dwellers in most London squares, and they have taken the trouble to emblazon this 
terse bit of musical criticism upon a board which bears other regulations for the peace 
and propriety of the square” (E1, p.27). The problem of noise is typical in the “age of 
mechanical reproduction,” and indeed, in the early twentieth century, there are various 
forms of the anti-noise movement in the metropolises across Europe and America. 
According to some scholars (Mansell 2014, Gauß 2014, Bijsterveld 2008, Cowan 
2006), though anti-noise activities were already existent in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century, “[a] fully blown noise abatement campaign took place after 1900,” 
with the first noise abatement organization, The Society for the Suppression of 
Unnecessary Noise, established in New York in 1906. Following the US model, 
Theodor Lessing (1872-1933) formed the Antilärmverein (Anti-Noise Society) in 1908. 
In the same year, the London Street-Noise-Abatement-Committee was established. 
Such anti-noise organizations reflect the seriousness of the problem.  
 
But regarding noise from street musicians, Woolf suggests, “[t]here is more than one 
reason perhaps why the dwellers in squares look upon the street musician as a 
nuisance,” perhaps mostly because his music is as noisy as “crude melody” that 
“disturbs the householder at his legitimate employment, and the vagrant and 
unorthodox nature of such a trade irritates a well-ordered mind” (E1, p.28). Here, a 
“well-ordered” mind is opposed to an eccentric (musical) mind of “vagrant and 
unorthodox nature.” As to this “well-ordered” mind, it is interesting to introduce an 
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anecdote of Marcel Proust, which James G. Mansell (2014) mentions in his article, 
“In 1907, Marcel Proust sealed himself in a cork-lined room to free himself from the 
noises of the Boulevard Haussmann which passed outside. He later wrote In Search of 
Lost Time (1913-1927), a series of novels resonating with the city sounds which 
echoed in his mind. He was not the only writer of the period to require refuge from 
the metropolitan din” (p.278). Further, in an account of noise abatement in a French 
medical journal Les cahiers médicaux français (1946), it is reported, “Poor Marcel 
Proust had many enemies, daylight, the scent of flowers, but noise was also for him 
one of the greatest torments” (qtd. in Mansell, p.288). In fact, Proust’s “cork-lined 
room” also reminds us of Thomas Carlyle’s (1795-1881) “sound-proof room” (“The 
Letters of Jane Welsh Carlyle,” E1, p.55) that Woolf described in her essays, with 
“walls whose double thickness distorted but by no means excluded the sound [the 
rattle of a barrel organ and the raucous shouts of street hawkers]” (“Great Men’s 
House,” E5, p.295). The tone in Woolf’s description is ironic. As C. Anita Tarr (2001) 
also observes, “When Woolf’s Orlando ‘visited Carlyle’s sound-proof house at 
Chelsea’ she/he concluded sarcastically ‘that genius, since it needed all this coddling 
must be growing very delicate’” (p.257). These anecdotes may sound tongue-in-cheek, 
but they indicate, for the well-ordered mind of great men, that street noise is 
considered as an intolerable torture. Carlyle and Proust are in good company: Theodor 
Lessing, the initiator and organizer of the German anti-noise society, is another 
representative of the “well-ordered” mind that suffers the torture of noise. 
 
As Stefan Gauß (2014) suggests, Lessing’s “attack against noise revealed itself 
through his differentiation between the cultivated individual and the masses of 
modern civilization;” for Lessing, “noise is the central anthropological moment by 
which to classify people” between cultivated men and mass civilization. This is 
because the human desire to make noise is considered to emanate from an 
unconscious urge to repress the awareness of pain – in other words, the urge to make 
noise (to cry out) is animalistic or uncivilized – whereas “Culture is an evolution into 
silence,” that is, to be civilized is to abate this animalistic “boisterous” nature, to rise 
above the noise-making urge and to cultivate a “well-ordered” mind (p.94). Thus, 
Lessing develops “the contrast between the coarse, cheap, and superfluous human 
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masses and the sensitive and cultivated intellectual,” and contends it is the coarse 
masses who fill the world with noise and disorder the culture of silence (Gauß, pp.93-
4), or in Karin Bijsterveld’s (2014) words, “noise was the ‘vengeance’ of the laborer 
working with his hands against the brain worker who had laid down the law to him” 
(p.96).  
 
This view of noise as an anti-culture factor accounts for why “noise-abating 
intellectuals viewed public education as the most fundamental solution to the noise 
problem,” and suggested, “teaching the public how to behave was the best strategy for 
obtaining lasting results” (Bijsterveld, p.100). However, “these intellectuals failed to 
recognize that some of the new technologies whose noise they abhorred, such as the 
early automobile, were the privileged property of wealthy gentlemen rather than of 
the masses;” obviously, they “wrapped their discomfort with the new age in a set of 
long-standing connotations in which silence stood for everything higher in the social 
hierarchy (unless it was imposed), and noise for everything down the ladder” 
(Bijsterveld, p.97). Therefore, some presses “ridiculed Lessing and his supporters for 
their conviction that refined people were the most likely to suffer from loud sounds,” 
and their anti-noise campaign is but “a sport for intellectuals” (Bijsterveld, pp.102-3). 
In fact, due to the intellectual elitist stand, Lessing’s anti-noise movement receives 
little support from the society, and with the breakout of the World War I, it becomes 
more “insignificant by comparison” (Bijsterveld, p.103). 
 
The failure of Lessing’s anti-noise movement echoes Woolf’s observation in her 
essay, “It is remarkable that in spite of such discouragement as I have noted – 
enforced on occasion by a British policemen – the vagrant musician is if anything on 
the increase,” and “the artist of the streets is properly scornful of the judgment of the 
British public” (E1, p.27). Aligning with the street musicians, Woolf promotes the 
“vagrant and unorthodox” nature of street noise as the power to crack the walls of 
disciplined civilization and bring rhythm to life. She compares those “vagrant and 
unorthodox” musicians to the pagan gods “who went into exile when the first 
Christian altars rose,” and prophesies they “will come back to enjoy their own again 
[…] working their charms in the midst of us,” and “It will be the god of music [and 
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noise] who will breathe madness into our brains, crack the walls of our temples, and 
drive us in loathing of our rhythmless lives to dance and circle for ever in obedience 
to his voice” (E1, pp.29-30). Importantly, this “vagrant and unorthodox” force of 
music (and noise) associates us with the “vagrant chords” that Arnold Schoenberg 
(1874-1951) emancipates from the traditional tonal system of the Western music. In 
Harmonielehre (Theory of Harmony, 1911), Schoenberg writes: 
 
It is remarkable: the vagrant chords do not appear directly by way of nature, 
yet they accomplished her will. Actually, they arise only out of the logical 
development of our tonal system, of its implications. They are the issue of 
inbreeding, inbreeding among the laws of that system. And that precisely these 
logical consequences of the system are the very undoing of the system itself, 
that the end of the system is brought about with such inescapable cruelty by its 
own functions […] And that it was precisely these vagrant chords that led 
inexorably to the dissolution of tonality […]. (p.196) 
 
According to Schoenberg, in the traditional tonal system, there is a fundamental tone 
around which “[a]ll the tonal successions, chords and chord-successions in a piece 
achieve a unified meaning” (p.177). In general, tonality is “the art of combining tones 
in such successions and such harmonies or successions of harmonies, that the relation 
of all events to a fundamental tone is made possible” (p.177). Because of the central 
position of the fundamental tone, critics point out, “Tonality for Schoenberg is not 
merely a certain collection of pitches of a scale, but more importantly, a kind of 
centricity. All pitches of a key-collection are related to a single tonal center, each in a 
specific way” (Carpenter, qtd. in Dudeque 1997). However, Schoenberg devalues the 
“centricity” of tonality and argues there are “vagrant chords” out of the central control, 
for they have “an incapacity to express a tonal function, at tonal meaning, mainly due 
to its inability to define their root” (Dudeque 1997).  
 
William S. Cratty (1987) notes, “Vagrant chords represent an important step in the 
development of tonality,” as well as being “an important tool in undermining 
traditional, classical tonality.” In Schoenberg’s words, it is “precisely these logical 
71  
consequences of the [tonal] system [that] are the very undoing of the system itself.”  
These vagrant chords, because of their indefinite root and capability in multiple 
meanings and resolutions, contribute to what Cratty calls “wandering, ambiguous 
harmonies.” The ambiguity in harmony is further related to Schoenberg’s view on 
“consonance” and “dissonance.” Drawing on the fundamental bass theory, which 
holds that the harmonic relationships and motions from one chord to another are 
governed by roots and basic diatonic scale degrees, Schoenberg argues, consonances 
are created by the nearer overtones, and dissonance are created by the more remote 
ones; in other words, “the more immediate overtones contribute more, the more 
remote contribute less. Hence, the distinction between them is only a matter of degree, 
not of kind;” dissonances are only “more remote consonances of the overtone series,” 
and “the expressions ‘consonance’ and ‘dissonance,’ which signify an antithesis, are 
false” (pp.21, 329. italics in original).  
 
The relative relationship between consonance and dissonance consequently broadens 
the harmonic sphere. As Schoenberg points out, “the harmonies produced by non-
harmonic tones are chords too, just like others […] It simply depends on the growing 
ability of the analyzing ear to familiarize itself with the remote overtones, thereby 
expanding the conception of what is euphonious, suitable for art, so that it embraces 
the whole natural phenomenon” (p.21). In terms of the chromatic scale, Schoenberg 
explains, “as the result of the more distant overtones, [it] raises the question whether, 
and by what means, one of its tones following or opposing its nature, may be made a 
fundamental; and we can only answer […] any tone of the chromatic scale can be 
made a fundamental if the succession of tone and chord combinations gives emphasis 
to such meaning” (1934, pp.171-2). Thus, the expansion of the harmonic sphere is a 
result not so much from “the absence of the conventional formulae,” but “the 
appearance of a great number of such tone successions and chords, the relation of 
which is difficult to account for, especially when their relation to a fundamental tone 
is not expressly fixed,” which Schoenberg would call “unresolved dissonance” (1934, 
p.181).  
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For Schoenberg, “unresolved dissonances” deconstruct the tonal system not because 
of their “atonality” (a term he does not like), but the increased difficulty they bring to 
the perceptibility of new harmonies. “Atonal can only signify something that does not 
correspond to the nature of tone,” but “[a] piece of music will necessarily always be 
tonal in so far as a relation exists from tone to tone, whereby tones, placed next to or 
above one another, result in a perceptible succession” (1934, p.181). Thus, compared 
with “atonal,” Schoenberg prefers to have the term “pantonal,” which “never allows 
predominance of key relationships,” and changes the tonal relationship by promoting 
“the relation of all tones to one another” (1934, p.184). Consequently, he creates the 
twelve-tone technique. In this pantonal system, “There are no non-harmonic tones, 
for harmony means tones sounding together;” “no tones [are] foreign to harmony, but 
merely tones foreign to the harmonic system.” If we return to the idea of “vagrant 
chords,” pantonality naturally leads to the statement, “almost all chords can be treated, 
to a certain extent, as vagrant” (TH, pp.381, 321, 196). As Cratty suggests, any chord 
that has the potential for multiple meanings and allows more than one harmonic 
resolution can be treated “vagrantly” (p.68).  
 
If we compare Schoenberg’s “vagrant chords” to Woolf’s “vagrant and unorthodox” 
street music (noise), the correspondence is explicit. Both of them reject the orthodox 
discourse that require a centricity, and emphasize the clarity of meaning in silence. 
Alternatively, they resist this orthodox center and promote the opacity of meaning in 
the ambient discourse. This transition from clarity to opacity in the culture discourse 
reminds us of the transition from the hi-fi soundscape toward the low-fi soundscape 
that Schafer suggests. As Schoenberg emancipates “vagrant chords” from tonality and 
incorporates unresolved dissonances to broaden the sphere of harmony, similarly, 
Woolf highlights the value of “vagrant and unorthodox” street noise (music), and 
believes they can bring rhythm to her literary soundscape. Jacob’s Room is the very 
illustration of such a rhythmic soundscape immersed in ambient noises.  
 
In “Street Music,” the vagrant street musicians are outcasts of society, but it is in their 
vagrant and unorthodox music that the true spirit of music (rhythm) is found. In the 
essay, Woolf illustrates this view with one of her life experiences. She once followed 
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“a disreputable old man who, with eyes shut so that he might the better perceive the 
melodies of his soul, literally played himself from Kensington to Knightsbridge in a 
trance of musical ecstasy, from which a coin would have been a disagreeable 
awakening;” and “It is, indeed, impossible not respect any one who has a god like this 
within them; for music that takes possession of the soul so that nakedness and hunger 
are forgotten must be divine in its nature. It is true that the melodies that issued from 
his laboring violin were in themselves laughable, but he, certainly, was not” (E1, 
p.28). In Jacob’s Room, a similar figure appears in Chapter Five, though it is changed 
from a disreputable old man to an old blind woman: 
 
Long past sunset an old blind woman sat on a camp-stool with her back to the 
stone wall of the Union of London and Smith’s Bank, clasping a brown 
mongrel tight in her arms and singing out loud, not for coppers, no, from the 
depths of her gay wild heart – her sinful, tanned heart – for the child who 
fetches her is the fruit of sin, and should have been in bed, curtained, asleep, 
instead of hearing in the lamplight her mother’s wild song, where she sits 
against the Bank, singing not for coppers, with her dog against her breast. (JR, 
pp.64-5) 
 
The twice-emphasized phrase “not for coppers” reminds us of the coin that “would 
have been a disagreeable awakening” in the disreputable old man’s case. Whether it is 
the old man or the old blind woman, both of them are poverty-stricken musicians, 
vagrant on the street. Yet, the transformation of sex (from male to female) is worthy 
of our attention, and this transformation is further stamped by the “fruit of sin” and 
the woman’s “gay wild” or “sinful, tanned” heart. Compared with the disreputable old 
man’s laboring music, the “wild” song from the blind woman’s sinful heart should 
have more overtones. Notably, in the manuscript, what the old woman sings is a 
“defiant” song, as the text reads, “singing straight piping out into the the night her gay 
defiant song, not for coppers; defiantly” (qtd. in Bishop, p.75). This little textual 
variation from “defiant” to “wild” deserves our “listening.” In “Street Music,” Woolf 
almost identifies the “vagrant and unorthodox” nature with “wild,” as she argues: 
 
74  
Certainly I should be inclined to ascribe some such divine origin to musicians 
at any rate […] For if the stringing together of words which nevertheless may 
convey some useful information to the mind, or the laying on of colours which 
may represent some tangible object, are employments which can be but 
tolerated at best, how are we to regard the man who spends his time in making 
tunes? Is not his occupation the least respectable – the least useful and 
necessary – of the three? […] to many, I believe, he is the most dangerous of 
the whole tribe of artists. He is the minister of the wildest of all the gods, who 
has not yet learnt to speak with human voice […] music incites within us 
something that is wild and inhuman like. (E1, p.29) 
 
It is reasonable to propose the blind woman’s “wild” song share the same nature as 
that “wild and inhuman like” of the vagrant and unorthodox street music (noise). In 
the above statement, as to Woolf’s classification of music as “the most dangerous of 
the whole tribe of artists [writers (writing), painters (colours), musicians (tunes)],” she 
may be influenced by Aristotle’s argument in the Politics. In the last book (Book VIII, 
on the training of youth), Aristotle suggests four subjects as the basis for education – 
reading and writing, drawing, gymnastics, and music. Of the four subjects, it is 
generally considered reading and writing have the value in utility (“for money-
making; for house-keeping; for the acquisition of knowledge; and for a number of 
political activities”); drawing helps to improve men’s aesthetical sense of judgment; 
gymnastics helps to enhance physical strength and moral virtual of courage; only the 
subject of music is left as “a matter of doubt and dispute” (qtd. in Barker, pp.335-6). 
Mostly, the disputable state of music is due to its “intoxicating” nature, which would 
arouse the kind of “Dionysiac frenzy” that is caused by alcohol or a drug, so as to 
degenerate the moral development of youth (qtd. in Barker, p.351).  
 
Though Aristotle points out, “Plato, in the Republic, makes the error of selecting the 
Phrygian mode as the only one to be kept along with the Dorian; and his error is the 
more striking, as he has previously rejected the use of the flute [considered to be 
irrational],” he agrees with Plato that the Dorian mode – the gravest and the most 
expressive of the temper of fortitude – suits the young best as an instrument of 
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education (qtd. in Barker, p.351). In a word, in the male-dominated discourse of 
culture, “warlike” qualities always enjoy the highest status, whereas the “intoxicating” 
nature of music is attached to femininity. In literature, perhaps the most famous case 
is that of the Sirens (as in Homer’s Odyssey) who lure the nearby sailors to shipwreck 
with their enchanting music. Similar charming female figures but of dangerous 
potential (especially to men) are common in western literature. Considering Woolf’s 
reference to “wildness” in her essay, we turn to some examples in the literature of 
Romanticism, which is characterized by its attention to Nature and its perceived 
feminine associations. Of many examples we focus especially on “La Belle Dame 
sans Merci” (1819) by John Keats, in which the question of male subjectivity and its 
paradoxical relationship with the Lady/Nature (feminine wild(er)ness) is properly 
manifested.  
 
In the poem, Keats creates a lady with “wild wild eyes,” who enchants a knight-at-
arms with her beauty and “faery’s song”; she brings the knight to her Elfin grot and 
lulls him asleep; the knight has a dream in which he sees pale kings, princes, and 
warriors, who warn him “La Belle Dame sans Merci/Thee hath in thrall!” and he 
wakes up to find the lady already gone, leaving him alone and palely loitering on the 
cold hill’s side (pp.358-9). The lady, identified with the Nature wilderness, is at once 
an ideal and a danger to the knight. As critics point out, the lady is typically in the 
tradition of courtly love, representing “the ideal whom the lover must pursue but 
whom he can never possess,” whereas the knight-at-arms is but one victim among 
many, who “is doomed to suffer her ‘unkindness,’ which is her nature although not 
her fault” (Wasserman 1953, p.75). To add depth to this discussion, we quote part of 
the poem.  
 
I see a lily on thy brow,  
       With anguish moist and fever-dew,  
And on thy cheeks a fading rose  
       Fast withereth too.  
 
I met a lady in the meads,  
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       Full beautiful—a faery’s child,  
Her hair was long, her foot was light, 
       And her eyes were wild.  
 
I made a garland for her head,  
       And bracelets too, and fragrant zone;  
She looked at me as she did love,  
       And made sweet moan  
 
I set her on my pacing steed,  
       And nothing else saw all day long,  
For sidelong would she bend, and sing  
A faery’s song. 
 
She found me roots of relish sweet,  
       And honey wild, and manna-dew,  
And sure in language strange she said—  
       ‘I love thee true.’  
 
She took me to her Elfin grot,  
       And there she wept and sighed full sore,  
And there I shut her wild wild eyes  
       With kisses four.  
 
And there she lullèd me asleep,  
       And there I dreamed—Ah! woe betide!—  
The latest dream I ever dreamt  
       On the cold hill side.  
 
I saw pale kings and princes too,  
       Pale warriors, death-pale were they all; 
They cried—‘La Belle Dame sans Merci  
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       Thee hath in thrall!’  
 
I saw their starved lips in the gloam,  
       With horrid warning gapèd wide,  
And I awoke and found me here,  
On the cold hill’s side. (Wu, pp.1390-1) 
 
This is actually the main “story” of the knight after he encounters the fairy lady in the 
meads. The narrator identifies himself with the knight and tells his story. It is 
important to note the subject pattern which begins each stanza, from “I see,” “I met,” 
“I made,” “I set” (stanza 3-6), to “She found,” “She took,” “she lullèd” (stanza 7-9), 
and back to “I saw” (stanza 10-11). Interestingly, the variation first happens at the 
moment when the knight is brought to the lady’s Elfin grot and falls asleep, losing 
consciousness, which signifies “a progressive shrinkage of the ‘I’ as a power and a 
corresponding dominance of the ‘she’” (Wasserman, p.79). “[A]s the knight ascends 
from nature to song to love, his active self is being absorbed into the ideal [of the 
lady], which increasingly exercises control over his self,” and when “the height of the 
pleasure thermometer is reached, the lady alone control the entire action, and the 
knight passively yields to her” (Wasserman, p.79). However, it is at the very edge of 
“empathic enthrallment” that the knight receives the horrid warning, “La Belle Dame 
sans Merci /Hath thee in thrall!” (Wasserman, p.79). Significantly, the warning is 
from the pale kings, princes, and warriors, who were previously “Men of Power” and 
had “a proper self” (as Keats wrote, “I would call the top and head of those who have 
a proper self, Men of Power”) (qtd. in Wasserman, p.76). After this warning, the 
knight wakes up and regains his power of consciousness and subjectivity (“I saw”), 
whereas the fairy lady has departed sans merci. However, “sans merci” is actually 
delivered from the “starved lips” of those former “Men of Power” who had lost 
subjectivity in their self-annihilation with Nature. In other words, if we see this matter 
the other way around, it is the man who is “sans merci,” for it is he who has to “kill” 
the Lady/Nature ideal to keep his own identity integrated.   
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In fact, in the poetry of Romanticism, the “unreasoned” death of fairy girls is 
common. In Wordsworth’s Lucy poems, a similar enigmatic girl is presented: 
 
II 
She dwelt among the untrodden ways 
Beside the springs of Dove, 
A Maid whom there were none to praise 
And very few to love: 
 
A violet by a mossy stone 
Half hidden from the eye! 
Fair as a star, when only one 
Is shining in the sky. 
 
She lived unknown, and few could know 
When Lucy ceased to be; 
But she is in her grave, and oh, 
The difference to me! (Wordsworth, p.86) 
 
Like the lady in Keats’s “La Belle Dame sans Merci,” Lucy in Wordsworth’s context 
is identified with Nature and dies in Nature as well. However, as Robert J. Walz 
(2007) points out, Lucy’s death is not the real object to be mourned for. Rather, the 
persona “only pities himself,” which is revealed in the sentence “But she is in her 
grave, and oh,/The difference to me!” In other words, “the poem is not really about 
Lucy and her death, but is instead about the pathologically narcissistic ‘me,’ whose 
desire has determined the significance of her life and death. […] it is really ‘the 
difference to me’ that creates the meaning between Lucy’s life and death. […] the fact 
that she was hidden from the rest of the world meant the importance and meaning of 
her being was dependent solely on the persona’s consciousness of and desire for her 
[…] Lucy’s being, represented as insignificant to the ‘world of men,’ is in actuality of 
paramount importance to the self-esteem of the persona’s ego” (pp.27-8). Thus, the 
persona’s merciful cry “If Lucy should be dead!” (the last line of “Strange Fits of 
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Passion Have I Known”) only denotes an unconscious feeling of triumph over Lucy, 
as “the poet’s spirit finally triumphs over Lucy by sealing her within his imagination,” 
and “she will slumber as an internalized presence that is held within the power of the 
poet’s spirit” (Walz, p.36).  
 
This paradoxical relationship between men’s desire for and destruction of the fairy 
lady thus indicates, in the male-dominated discourse of culture, the sacrifice of the 
femme fatale is a necessary condition for the assertion and preservation of the male 
subjectivity. In Walz’s words, “This [male] wish to annihilate, or escape the [female] 
object is closely aligned with the wish to altogether sever the ego’s dependence on the 
object by achieving total self-sufficiency” (p.33). However, by identifying the femme 
fatale with nature, the (male) poets manage to “shift his aggression far enough away 
from himself that he is not conscious of his own destructiveness,” that is, her death 
becomes itself “an act of nature” – “[she] is herself engulfed within her own identity 
as nature” (Walz, p.34), whereas the poets are irresponsible for their “merciless” 
narrative of her pitiful death, which in return marks the male subjectivity.  
 
This male subjectivity founded on the death (absence) of the femme fatale can be best 
explained by Freud’s psychoanalytical fort-da model, which is based on a cotton-reel 
game of his 18-month-old grandson. In the game, the child repeatedly throws away a 
cotton reel, exclaiming “Oo” as he does so, forcing his mother to retrieve it for him, at 
which he would utter an appreciative “Ah.” Freud interprets the noises (“Oo” and 
“Ah”) as babyish approximations of “fort” (meaning “gone”), and “da” (meaning 
“there”). In other words, the fort-da of the cotton reel is symbolically identified with 
the absence-presence of the mother, and playing the game therefore becomes “a way 
for the child to gain the symbolic mastery of absence it needs,” so Freud argues, it is 
through such symbolical separation from the mother that the human subject is 
culturally developed (Farnell 2011, p.201).  
 
As to this fort-da model, Margaret Homans (1986) suggests, “this game just describes 
the structural dynamic that makes patriarchal culture patriarchal,” because “the death 
or absence of the mother sorrowfully but fortunately makes possible the construction 
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of language and of culture” (qtd. in Farnell, pp.201-2). Fort-da is the very symbolical 
stand-in (language) for the absence-presence of mother, which corresponds with the 
Saussurean thesis that “in language there are only differences without positive terms” 
(Farnell, p.202). If Freud’s fort-da model explains the root for the construction of 
patriarchal culture, the assertion and preservation of the male subjectivity (which is 
based on the demise of the femme fatale) should share the same root. The silence 
belongs to the female who stands in the background inarticulate, whereas Culture, 
which is patriarchal, is foregrounded to assert the male’s power.  
 
It is this kind of “silent” discourse of patriarchy that Woolf wants to defy. Therefore, 
in Jacob’s Room, she turns to the background, redefines “silence,” and revives its 
repressed power in the feminine wilderness that is identified with the “vagrant and 
unorthodox” (street) noise. Thus, when we come back to the textual variation from 
“defiant” to “wild,” and listen to the “wild” song of the blind woman on the street, we 
believe Woolf is making use of the “wild” song to defy the patriarchal discourse of 
language and culture, even though she deletes the word “defiant(ly)” in the published 
text. Probably, she may worry the use of the word “defiant(ly)” falls into the 
patriarchal trap, whereas the “wild” singing, while triggering the readers’ Romantic 
imagination, functions to deconstruct the Romantic assertion of male subjectivity that 
is based on the sacrifice of feminine wild(er)ness.  
 
Notably, before the appearance of this blind woman, there is another woman, a Mrs. 
Lidgett the charwoman, “[t]ired with scrubbing the steps of the Prudential Society’s 
office, which she did year in year out,” who “took her seat beneath the great Duke’s 
tomb, folded her hands, and half closed her eyes” (JR, p.63). For Mrs. Lidgett, the 
very side of the great Duke’s tomb is a magnificent place to rest by. However, it is 
ironical to read further, “whose victories mean nothing to her, whose name she knows 
not, though she never fails to greet the little angels opposite, as she passes out, 
wishing the like on her own tomb” (JR, p.63). This contrast between the great Duke’s 
tomb and the unassuming charwoman echoes the sheer contrast between the wealth 
and power of the Union of London and Smith’s Bank and the poverty of the blind 
woman on the street (whose “blindness” also echoes the charwoman’s “ignorance”).  
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This parallel is important, for it helps to illustrate how Woolf makes use of women’s 
silence (blindness and ignorance) to criticize the “magnificence” of Men of Power and 
their patriarchal hypocrisy. Though the text does not identify the victory at Waterloo 
of the Duke of Wellington, Arthur Wellesley, the associations of war in the immediate 
aftermath of WWI are hard to miss. In fact, the manuscript does mention “the field of 
Waterloo” (“though had you asked her who he was buried there, or what happened on 
the field of Waterloo, her her hand would have shaken – signifying quite a different 
field of vision – for she saw the steps & folded her hands, on & closed her eyes”) (qtd. 
in Bishop, p.73). If we compare the deleted text (“signifying quite a different field of 
vision”) to the charwoman’s “closed” eyes, it may suggest, the charwoman does not 
actually “see” the vision through her eyes, but through her act of “un-seeing,” that is, 
the difference in her vision comes from its “unseen-ness,” or ignorance. In a diary 
account (18 April 1921) of her lunch with “a Cabinet Minister [Herbert Fisher],” 
Woolf talks about such kind of “ignorance” (not just of women, but of the masses in 
general) through the Cabinet Minister, who complains of his political life: 
 
A political life is dull, & wastes all one’s time he said; one is always listening 
to dull speeches, frittering time away. He leaves home at 10, gets back at 11 
P.M. & then has a bundle of papers to go through. The upshot of it all was that 
he couldn’t be blamed for his conduct about Ireland. And then he was careful 
to explain that the public is ridiculously in the dark about everything. Only the 
cabinet knows the true spring & source of things he said. That is the only 
solace of the work. (D2, p.112. underlined emphasis added)  
 
As we know, the Great War ended in 1918, but the “Ireland” issue mentioned in this 
account suggests Britain is not yet in peace, “This was the period of the most horrific 
violence between the Irish Republican Army and the Government forces, which was 
bringing deep discredit upon British rule [Home Rule for Ireland]” (note in D2, p.112). 
As to this Ireland issue, Woolf records in an earlier diary entry (13 March 1921): 
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In the way of history the Germans have gone back to Germany. People go on 
being shot & hanged in Ireland. Dora described mass going on all day in 
Dublin for some wretched boy killed early on Monday morning. The worst of 
it is the screen between our eyes & these [?] gallows is so thick. So easily one 
forgets it – or I do. For instance why not set down that the Maids of Honour 
shop was burnt out the other night? Is it a proof of civilisation to envisage 
suffering at a distance -& then the faculty of seeing that laws matter – the 
constitution of Cheko-Slovakia for example – is that an important one? 
Anyhow very little bestowed on me. (D2, p.100) 
 
Woolf’s account suggests that though WWI had ended, various kinds of battles are 
still going on, peace does not resume, and political relations are in complex tension. 
However, Woolf is not interested in the “upshots” of those political events. Rather, 
she shows great “distrust” or “contempt” toward those “miserable men” trying 
desperately to deal with the “flood tide of business [that] flows incessantly from all 
quarters of the world through Downing Street” (D2, p.112), for “the only solace” for 
them is to envision the “ignorant” public ridiculed in the darkness. In other words, 
politics is nothing more than funny games for politicians who control “the true spring 
& source,” whereas the masses are as “blind” and “ignorant” in the darkness as 
puppets directed in the hands of “Men of Power.” Woolf humorously mocks this 
political ignorance, especially concerning the issue of war, in a short fiction “A 
Society” (1921): 
 
“Why,” we cried, “do men go to war?” 
“Sometimes for one reason, sometimes for another,” she replied calmly. […]  
“A good man is at any rate honest, passionate and unworldly.” “What a 
woman’s language!” […] “If we hadn’t learnt to read,” she said bitterly, “we 
might still have been bearing children in ignorance and that I believe was the 
happiest life after all. I know what you’re going to say about war,” she 
checked me, “and the horror of bearing children to see them killed, but our 
mothers did it, and their mothers, and their mothers before them. And they did 
not complain. They couldn’t read. I’ve done my best,” she sighed, “to prevent 
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my little girl from learning to read, but what’s the use? I caught Ann only 
yesterday with a newspaper in her hand and she was beginning to ask me if it 
was ‘true.’ Next she’ll ask me whether Mr Lloyd George is a good man, then 
whether Mr Arnold Bennett is a good novelist, and finally whether I believe in 
God. How can I bring my daughter up to believe in nothing?” (CSF, p.134. 
italics in original, underlined emphasis mine) 
 
The “ignorance” of the educated men’s daughters is to foreground the “magnificence” 
of Men of Power. However, it is not in its trustworthiness, but its very opposite – the 
untrustworthiness (“to believe in nothing”) – that the magnificent Culture of Men of 
Power is foregrounded. Perhaps because of such distrust and contempt toward politics, 
Woolf always keeps herself from being considered as a “politician.” Once in a private 
talk, she was asked, “Are you a politician?” “Do you do much organizing work?” 
 
I said I listened. Mrs Findly shook her head. Why was I there then? Oh for the 
fun of spending £10 in Manchester & seeing the Zoo. Lord! What a 
scatterbrain I am! But they’d none of them read my books. So we went to the 
Zoo; & I daresay I could write something interesting about that – a pale stone 
desert given over to charwoman & decorators: a few bears, a mandrill, & a fox 
or two – all in the desolation of depression. (D2, p.103) 
 
Comparing “serious” political work to going to Zoo for fun, and depreciating herself 
as a kind of “scatterbrain,” Woolf makes use of her own political “ignorance” to mock 
the political “seriousness.” Besides, she turns the “pale stone desert given to 
charwoman & decorators” into the rest place beside the great Duke’s tomb for Mrs. 
Lidgett, and the stonewall of the Union of London and Smith’s Bank against which 
the blind woman is leaning in Jacob’s Room.   
 
Though Jacob’s Room is considered a “protest against the First World War” (Briggs, 
p.84), we find little evidence of writing war, except in the penultimate chapter: Mrs. 
Flanders seems to hear the sound of the guns (“The guns?” […] “Not at this distance,” 
she thought. “It is the sea.”), and remembers “her sons fighting for their country” (JR, 
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p.177), we get to know Jacob had gone for war. Yet at the end of the novel, we are 
simply informed of his death through “a pair of Jacob’s old shoes” (JR, p.179). This 
pair of old shoes, if compared with the “great boots march[ing] under the gowns” (in 
chapter three when Jacob is at Trinity College) – “In what orderly procession they 
advance,” and “What sculptured faces, what certainty, authority controlled by piety” 
(JR, p.27) – proves to be ironic. As Briggs comments, “[Woolf’s] hero [Jacob] was 
not to be heroic,” but more a “victim of the darkness at the heart of patriarchal culture,” 
and more critically, “Jacob himself cannot see it,” but “shares in the illusions of his 
culture and enjoys its privileges” (p.93). As the narrator suggests in the novel, “The 
point is, however, that we have been brought up in an illusion” (JR, p.137). “Illusion” 
is the eccentric spirit of patriarchy, which lures the patriotic and devoted young men 
like Jacob fighting for their nation in enthusiasm. However, their deaths are only 
shadows marching “under the gowns.” Therefore, by identifying women’s (and the 
masses’) ignorance with the Romantic silence (death) of the feminine wild(er)ness, 
Woolf uncovers the hypocritical vestments of patriarchy, which only asserts the male 
supremacy and subjectivity, and redefines the discourse of “silence” with ambient 
“noise” – in identification with the feminine wild(er)ness – and constructs an ambient 
soundscape that resists a male-dominated centricity.  
 
If the charwoman’s ignorance attests to Woolf’s commitment to un-write a novel full 
of battles, the neglected caring letter of Mrs. Flanders would be another testimony of 
Woolf’s determination to un-write a novel full of morality. In the paragraph that 
follows the blind woman’s wild singing, it begins with, “Home they went,” yet ends 
with, “as some believe, the city loves her prostitutes” (JR, p.65). The contrast between 
“home” and “prostitutes” denotes, probably many people do not go home, the sweet 
home that the Victorians celebrate in a popular song “Home, Sweet Home.” Its lyrics, 
“Home! Home! Sweet, sweet home! There’s no place like home,” conveys the 
message that the typical Victorian home is considered “a haven of order, 
respectability and morality,” which offers refuge to the Victorians from the dirt and 
noise outside, the lures of vice, drink, illicit sex, crime, etc., all that are lurking in the 
shadows to destroy that “home sweet home”  (Paxman 2009).  
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In a BBC documentary The Victorians – Their Story in Pictures (2009), with an 
episode specially entitled as “Home Sweet Home,” Jeremy Paxman suggests, as most 
Victorian paintings depict, the ideal Victorian home is generally composed of a father 
sitting peacefully in the chair, children playing happily around, and most importantly 
the wife and mother – the Angel in the House – who holds everything together in this 
“Home Sweet Home.” Notably, in Woolf’s last novel Between the Acts (1942), the 
song “Home, Sweet Home” makes an appearance, sung by a policeman (Budge) in 
the country pageant (when it comes to the Victorian age). Yet, ironically because of 
Budge’s accent, it becomes something like “’Ome, Sweet ’Ome.” And we are told, in 
that “’Ome, Sweet ’Ome,” the fire is blazing high, children are playing with toys, the 
daughter making tea, Mama knitting, and when the father (the bread-winner) comes 
back home, she presents him a cup of tea (BA, p.102).  
 
However, this Angel in the House who “sacrificed herself daily” and “excelled in the 
difficult arts of family life” (“Professions for Women,” p.237) is to be killed in 
Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. Instead of featuring an Angel in the House, in this 
Room of One’s Own, Woolf creates a “defiant” girl, a certain Judith, who is set as a 
gifted sister of Shakespeare, but of a complete different life trajectory. Different from 
her brother who has the chance to school and a prosperous future, Judith has to stay at 
home, doing housework and taking care of the family. After she escapes from home 
and the enforced marriage, she experiences a series of misfortunes, and has to kill 
herself one winter night in despair. The death of Judith, the Angel in the House, 
exposes the hypocrisy of the Victorian culture and its “Home Sweet Home” dream. 
As “the city loves her prostitutes,” Jacob who lives in this city is also steeped in this 
culture. In Chapter Eight, he receives a caring letter from Mrs. Flanders, which warns 
him “Don’t go with bad woman, do be a good boy; wear your thick shirts; and come 
back, come back, come back to me” (JR, p.89). Ironically, 
 
The letter lay upon the hall table; Florinda coming in that night took it up with 
her, put it on the table as she kissed Jacob, and Jacob seeing the hand, left it 
there under the lamp, between the biscuit-tin and the tobacco-box. They shut 
the bedroom door behind them. 
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The sitting-room neither knew nor cared. The door was shut; and to 
suppose that wood, when it creaks, transmits anything save that rats are busy 
and wood dry is childish. These old houses are only brick and wood, soaked in 
human sweat, grained with human dirt. But if the pale blue envelope lying by 
the biscuit-box had the feelings of a mother, the heart was torn by the little 
creak, the sudden stir. Behind the door was the obscene thing, the alarming 
presence. (JR, p.90) 
 
The obscene “alarming presence” is actually absent, shut behind the door, whereas 
Mrs. Flanders’s “caring letter” is exposed on the hall table, silently sounding, “Don’t 
go with bad woman, do be a good boy […] come back, come back, and come back to 
me.” However, like the old blind woman singing on the street who has to bear the 
“fruit of sin,” in this case, the fault is also laid on the girl’s side: “Indeed, when the 
door opened and the couple came out, Mrs. Flanders would have flounced upon her 
[Florinda] – only it was Jacob who came first, in his dressing-gown, amiable, 
authoritative, beautifully healthy, like a baby after an airing, with an eye as running 
water” (JR, p.90). Yet, in the text, we are told when Florinda met Jacob for the first 
time at a café, he was copying an essay on “The Ethics of Indecency”; and when 
Florinda left, he “was restless” (JR, pp.76-7). The irony is obvious, as Briggs 
comments, “[t]he action in the bedroom, overheard by Mrs Flanders’ plump blue 
envelope, registers the gap between her motherly hopes for [Jacob] and the young 
adult he has becomes,” and further, it “also mocks the politeness of the world of polite 
letters that insists on the pulling of curtains and the closing of doors” (p.99).  
 
Notably, in the manuscript, such “concealed” politeness in the letter, which “distracts 
the mind from the print and the sound” – “the sort of tremor that a snake makes 
sliding through the grass” or “the little creak, the sudden stir” behind the door (JR, 
pp.77, 90) – is supposed to be pierced through by the surgeons’ knives, as “Surgeons 
were there with their knives. Something was visible that only austere men or women 
in white capes might see; & having seen would never speak of. Oh better perhaps to 
burst in & see for oneself than to wait in the antechamber listening to the sudd little 
crack, the sudden stir” (qtd. in Bishop, p.123). However, as Woolf replaces “defiant” 
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with “wild,” Woolf calls off the surgeons’ knives, and replaces them with Mrs. 
Flanders’s caring letter, whose neglected presence “silently” stimulates us to “realize 
how soon deeds sever and become alien,” and how “the power of the mind to quit the 
body is manifest” (JR, p.91). Thus, in an exposed concealment, the “silence” of the 
motherly caring letter, together with the little creak and the sudden stir behind the 
door, cracks the hypocritical cultural system of patriarchy.  
 
Finally, as we leave Jacob’s Room, Bonamy’s crying “Jacob! Jacob!” at the window 
still rings in our ears. Dramatically, his crying seems to echo all the cries that vibrate 
in the novel calling for Jacob: Archer’s (Jacob’s brother) shouting for “Ja-cob! Ja-
cob!” (“lagging on after a second”) at the shore when they were still children, the 
echoing of the old stone (“with magisterial authority”) of Jacob’s footsteps back from 
the Chapel, from the Hall, from the Library, “The young man – the young man – the 
young man – back to his rooms,” and the calling of Mrs. Flanders in her caring letter, 
“come back, come back, come back to me” (JR, pp.3, 43, 89). Yet, Jacob would never 
come back, for he is dead in the Great War, just as the little Johnnie Sturgeon at a 
Mudie’s corner in Oxford street, who “started to whistle a tune and was soon out of 
sight – for ever” (JR, p.62), Jacob also disappears for ever, with his indefiniteness, 
vagrancy, and opacity, except for those phantom-like cries vibrating in the ambience. 
In a word, Woolf creates a soundscape of ambient effect in Jacob’s Room, which 
resists the clarity of meaning, the centricity of power, and redefines the discourse of 
silence by incorporating the ambient noises and vagrant chords into the soundscape 
that deconstruct the cultural system of patriarchy.  
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Chapter Four 
Synesthetic Listening in Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse 
 
 
 
In chapter nine of Jacob’s Room, there is an episode in the British Museum where 
Miss Marchmont comes into sight. Her obtrusive appearance is presented as “a little 
catastrophe” – “There was a little catastrophe. Miss Marchmont’s pile overbalanced 
and fell into Jacob’s compartment. Such things happened to Miss Marchmont” (JR, 
p.103). If we compare this “little catastrophe” to another “catastrophe” of Miss Mary 
[a “Mary Beton, Mary Seton, Mary Carmichael or by any name you please – it is not 
a matter of any important”(AROO, pp.6-7)] in the Oxbridge library in Woolf’s other 
room – A Room of One’s Own (1929) – the correspondence is clear, and the name 
“Marchmont” can be also viewed as a play on words between “march” and “mount.” 
As we know, the narration in A Room of One’s Own begins with Miss Mary’s “little 
catastrophe” on her way to the Oxbridge library. She met “a man’s figure” who rose 
to intercept her access to the library, because it is ruled that “Only the Fellows and 
Scholars are allowed here,” whereas “ladies are only admitted to the library if 
accompanied by a Fellow of the College or furnished with a letter of introduction” 
(AROO, pp.8-9). Angered by such humiliating interception, the narrator left and 
vowed, “never will I ask for that hospitality again” (AROO, p.10). Consequently, 
Woolf defends the status of women in “A Room of One’s Own”, addressing a 
patently unfair situation: “Why was one sex [male] so prosperous and the other 
[female] so poor?” (AROO, p.27). 
 
Notably, in A Room of One’s Own Woolf describes the catastrophic experience of 
Miss Mary’s trying to get into the library (exclusive to the male) as “audaciously 
trespassing,” as she claims, “What idea it had been that had sent me so audaciously 
trespassing I could not now remember” (AROO, p.8). Though in this case it seems she 
does not want to identify the reason for trespassing (whether for an ironical effect or 
otherwise), in “The Leaning Tower” (1940), an essay written more than ten years 
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later, she remembers clearly the cause for trespassing: “let us bear in mind a piece of 
advice that an eminent Victorian who was also an eminent pedestrian once gave to 
walkers: ‘wherever you see a board up with “Trespassers will be prosecuted,” trespass 
at once’” (E6, p.277). At the end of the essay she appeals, “Let us trespass at once. 
Literature is no one’s private ground; literature is common ground. […] Let us 
trespass freely and fearlessly and find our own way for ourselves” (E6, p.278). Here, 
the “eminent Victorian” and “eminent pedestrian” is nobody else but Woolf’s father – 
Leslie Stephen (1832-1904). In his essay “In Praise of Walking” (1901), Stephen 
writes:  
 
When once beyond the ‘town’ I looked out for notices that trespassers will be 
prosecuted. That gave a strong presumption that trespass must have some 
attraction … To me it was a reminder of the many delicious bits of walking 
which, even in the neighbourhood of London, await the man who has no 
superstitious reverence for legal rights. It is indeed surprising how many 
charming walks can be contrived by a judicious combination of a little 
trespassing with the rights of way happily preserved over so many commons 
and footpaths. (qtd. in E6, p.283) 
 
The idea of trespassing does have its “irreverent” attraction and arouses the potent 
desire to trespass. Further, we observe the alluring idea of trespassing is not 
something unidentifiable for Woolf. Instead, she is always aware of its dormant 
existence, consciously or otherwise. She illustrates the case of “unconscious” states in 
her essay (“The Leaning Tower”) with Wordsworth’s famous dictum of “emotion 
recollected in tranquility,” by adding that “by tranquility he meant that the writer 
needs to become unconscious before he can create” (E6, p.273. italics mine). In other 
words, the idea of trespassing is like the emotion that has been tranquilized and 
submerged in Woolf’s unconsciousness. It has become so natural that it would be 
recollected and surmounted unconsciously at any time in her process of literary 
creation. Thus, whether it is the “audacious trespassing” of Miss Mary into the men’s 
lot in A Room of One’s Own, or the fearless trespassing in “The Leaning Tower,” or 
Miss Marchmont’s trespassing into Jacob’s compartment in the British Museum in 
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Jacob’s Room, the idea of trespassing permeates Woolf’s writing and the interests of 
her characters. Particularly, in Miss Marchmont’s case, the idea of trespassing can be 
further contextualized, for what marks her entrance and exit in the episode is a 
philosophy of “trespassing” twice repeated in the text.  
 
What was she seeking through millions of pages, in her old plush dress, and 
her wig of claret-coloured hair, with her gems and her chilblains? Sometimes 
one thing, sometimes another, to confirm her philosophy that colour is sound – 
or, perhaps, it has something to do with music. She could never quite say, 
though it was not for lack of trying. (JR, p.104. emphasis added) 
 
Miss Marchmont wanted her tea, but could never resist a last look at the Elgin 
Marbles. She looked at them sideways, waving her hand and muttering a word 
or two of salutation which made Jacob and the other man turn around. She 
smiled at them amiably. It all came to her philosophy – that colour is sound, or 
perhaps it has something to do with music. And having done her service, she 
hobbled off to tea. (JR, p.106. emphasis added) 
 
“[C]olour is sound, or perhaps it has something to do with music.” This unpolished 
“philosophy” of Miss Marchmont somehow echoes the post-impressionist artist Paul 
Gauguin’s saying that “color … is vibration just as music is” (qtd. in Roberts 1996, 
p.34). Gauguin explains his “philosophy” of painting: 
 
Every feature in my paintings is carefully considered and calculated in 
advance. Just as in a musical composition, if you like. My simple object, 
which I take from daily life or from nature, is merely a pretext, which helps 
me by the means of a definite arrangement of lines and colours to create 
symphonies and harmonies. They have no counterparts at all in reality, in the 
vulgar sense of that word; they do not give direct expression to any idea, their 
only purpose is to stimulate the imagination – just as music does without the 
aid of ideas or pictures – simply by that mysterious affinity which exists 
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between certain arrangements of colours and lines and our minds. (qtd. in 
Cachin 1992, pp.170-1) 
 
Here, our focus is not on Gauguin’s careful calculations or arrangements of his lines 
and colours, but the idea of paralleling painting to musical composition. Colour 
(painting) and music, two seemingly distinct fields, are closely intertwined in 
Gauguin’s “philosophy.” The borders between two arts have been trespassed.  
 
Lines and colours are to create symphonies and harmonies, a principle which may be 
compared to what Eugène Delacroix (1798-1863) calls “The Music of a Picture,” a 
phrase which Edward Lockspeiser (1973) singles out to be the title for a chapter in his 
book Music and Painting: A Study in Comparative Ideas from Turner to Schoenberg. 
According to Lockspeiser, “Colour, not form, is the essential virtue of a picture, 
[Delacroix] believed, and his favourite theme, […] is that the forms and colours of a 
picture ‘seen from a distance reach the most intimate regions of the soul and convey 
what one may call the music of a picture’” (p.41. italics mine). Though different 
modes of expression, Gauguin’s idea on painting (colour) and music and Delacroix’s 
are interrelated. Colour is sound, colour is vibration, and music is to be heard from 
painting. This idea of trespassing the borders of arts thus leads us to an important 
concept in aesthetics, that is, synaesthesia, “the fusion of the senses into a single 
harmonious sensation” (Roberts 1996, p.74).  
 
Synaesthesia is not a new concept in art history. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
Baudelaire’s “Correspondances” (1857), presents a state in which “Les parfums, les 
couleurs et les sons se répondent”: 
 
Comme de longs échos qui de loin se confondent 
Dans une ténébreuse et profonde unite,  
Vaste comme la nuit et comme la claret,  
Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se répondent”  
 
Like prolonged echoes mingling in the distance  
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In a deep and tenebrous unity,  
Vast as the dark of night and as the light of day,  
Perfumes, sounds, and colors correspond. (trans. William Aggeler, 
1954)  
 
All senses are fused into one single harmonious sensation, like the prolonged echoes 
in a deep and tenebrous unity. In Chapter One, the idea of synesthesia is the basis for 
Steven Connor’s concept of audiovision. Sound, as Connor notes, because of its 
traversal and transferential nature, is a privileged figure of sensory interchange. So is 
in the process of synaesthetic exchange, as in Baudelaire’s “Correspondances,” the 
fusion of sensation is “heard” as the prolonged echoes in a deep and tenebrous unity. 
Therefore, sound is at the same time “one sense among many” and “one sense of 
many,” as Julie Beth Napolin (2017) claims, “As we move from the visual to the 
acoustical register, there is also a passage between them: audibility itself is an 
audiovisual form” (p.114).  
 
Thus, in the discourse of Sound Studies, sound is always audiovisual in its broadest 
extension to all other senses. Laura Marcus (2017) suggests, “Central to this history 
[of rhythm-studies] […] are the models, or the utopias, of an interdisciplinarity and a 
synaesthesia in which connections become far more significant than divisions,” so 
that as we are to “hear” music from painting, we will also “come to ‘listen’ to a house, 
a street, a town, as an audience listens to a symphony” (p.198). Utopian though may it 
be, it is what the artists (including Woolf) are striving for in their artistic creation. In 
the previous two chapters (on The Voyage Out and Jacob’s Room), we emphasized 
the auditory access to Woolf’s novels by studying the act of unconscious listening and 
the construction of ambient soundscape that incorporates ambient sounds (noises) to 
de-center the ocularcentric paradigm of thinking in patriarchy. In the following two 
chapters, we are going to reduce the artificial division between the auditory and the 
visual perception, and turn to highlight the synesthetic nature or Woolf’s audiovisual 
imaginations in her three most representational novels, Mrs Dalloway (1925), To the 
Lighthouse (1927), and The Waves (1931). Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse are 
the twin focus texts of this chapter, and The Waves is the sole focus of Chapter Five.  
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What connects the study of Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse is the concept of the 
“musical hieroglyph,” which Daniel Albright (2000) puts forward to refer to a musical 
sign that functions against the artificial divisions among different modes of arts, 
whether it is musical, pictorial, or linguistic. Simply speaking, the musical hieroglyph 
is a “language” that aims to trespass the divisions among arts and to transmit the 
knowledge and wisdom in “an immediate unity” that bypasses the discursive 
reasoning and detailed willing (p.40). In Mrs Dalloway, the use of the musical 
hieroglyph combines with Woolf’s artistic adaption of the dramatic technique of the 
“chorus” rooted in the Greek choral tradition. By embedding a “chorus” (at times 
nonsensical singing, at times some nameless person, etc.) into the fictional narrative, 
Woolf creates a synesthetic soundscape in which certain knowledge and wisdom is 
envisioned or audiovisualized, as the subjects relinquish their subjectivity to a state of 
Dionysian annihilation so as to obtain a feeling of completeness that is connected with 
the primordial being of Oneness. In To the Lighthouse, we propose, the musical 
hieroglyph is transferred to Lily’s elegiac painting, and the chorus is fictively 
composed of two fundamental sounds, the sound of the sea and the sound of 
mourning. The two sounds work underground to arouse our sonic imaginations and 
incite us to think trans-sensationally while reading. Tactfully, Woolf combines the 
two sounds into Lily’s elegiac painting (the musical hieroglyph), which pushes the 
synesthetic experience of the soundscape to a fictive climax. The examination of the 
synesthetic soundscapes in the two novels tends to indicate how the older forms of 
arts (i.e. Greek chorus and elegy) can be adapted by cooperating with the modern 
auditory experiences to sound differently from its predecessors.  
 
 
 
On Mrs Dalloway 
 
On reading Mrs Dalloway, one may be haunted by a battered woman’s singing 
opposite Regent’s Park Tube Station, in addition to the main characters like the party-
host Mrs Dalloway who said she would buy the flowers herself, the shell-shocked 
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veteran Septimus who finally committed suicide by throwing himself out of the 
window, and the leaden sound waves of Big Ben that stroke promptly at each critical 
or accidental moment. Notably, the woman’s singing is distinguished by its lyrics of 
no particular meaning, with two fragmentary lines floating (three times) out of the text. 
This episode takes place when Peter Walsh (Mrs Dalloway’s ex-lover who just came 
back from India after five years’ service and paid a visit to Mrs Dalloway) is at the 
crossing after he left Mrs Dalloway’s place: 
 
– Here he was at the crossing. 
A sound interrupted him; a frail quivering sound, a voice bubbling up without 
direction, vigour, beginning or end, running weakly and shrilly and with an 
absence of all human meaning into  
 
ee um fah um so 
foo swee too eem oo – (MD, p.88) 
 
Meaningless as the lyrics sound, scholars note the singing is rooted in a German song 
“Allerseelen” (“All Souls’ Day), with words by Hermann von Gilm, and set to music 
by Richard Strauss (Miller 1982, p.190; Briggs 2005, p.150). The English translation 
of the song by Mrs Malcolm Lawson runs like: 
 
Lay by my side your bunch of purple heather, 
The last red asters of an autumn day, 
And let us sit and talk of love together, 
As once in May, as once in May. 
 
Give me your hand, that I may press it gently, 
And if the others see, what matter they? 
Look in mine eyes with your sweet eyes intently, 
As once in May, as once in May. (qtd. in Briggs, pp.150-1) 
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In the manuscript, Woolf has the old woman sing, “Lay by my side a bunch of purple 
heather,” and the line altogether appears four times, first with quotation marks, being 
crossed out at the second time, and at the forth time it is specially written on a blank 
page, “Lay by my side a bunch of purple/heather/ The last red aster of a” (qtd. in 
Wussow 1996, pp.96-8). All evidence indicates its close relation with the German 
song. According to Julia Briggs (2005), All Souls’ Day is “the day of the year 
dedicated to the dead,” and on that day “the spirits of the dead traditionally return,” 
just as in the novel, “Peter Walsh and Sally Seton, once loved by Clarissa, return to 
her from the past” (p.151). Briggs also points out, the song “Allerseelen” was quite 
“popular in its day (1894),” and in a letter (January 5, 1931) to Quentin Bell, Woolf 
mentions her husband sang this song in a family party (p.150). In fact, in the letter 
Woolf quotes the line “Lay by my side a bunch of purple heather” as well (L4, p.276), 
demonstrating Woolf’s familiarity with the song, and her propensity to quote it on 
different occasions.  
 
Though she deletes this line and replaces it with two lines of nonsensical letters, she 
waves parts of the lyrics into her narration, such as “with her in May,” “nothing but 
red asters,” “she implored the Gods to lay by her side a bunch of purple heather,” 
“look in my eyes with thy sweet eyes intently,” “give me your hand and let me press it 
gently,” “and if some one should see, what matter they?” (MD, pp.89-90). In Fiction 
and Repetition: Seven English Novels (1982), J. Hillis Miller reads this interweaving 
as a secret “clue to the way the day of the action is to be seen as the occasion of a 
resurrection of ghosts from the past,” and this narration of the return or resurrection of 
the dead is a form of fictive repetition that represents “a transcendent spiritual realm 
of reconciliation and preservation” (pp.189-202).  
 
Though Miller’s reading is perfectly reasonable, we may “hear” the woman’s singing 
from a different perspective. In the manuscript, we observe Woolf hesitates to decide 
how to quote the German song, for she makes repeated changes in the process of 
writing. Evidence shows Woolf began writing this episode on 3rd January 1924, and 
rewrote it on 28th January [1924] (dates on the left side margin of her notebook). In 
the January 3rd draft, while Woolf means to introduce a battered woman singing 
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something “immortal,” in “an age when the pavement was grass; another when it was 
swamp; an age of tusk & mammoth; an age of silent sunrise; & through them all,” she 
only thinks of quoting directly from the German song “Allerseelen,” with the line “lay 
by my side a bunch of purple heather” being repeatedly quoted and cancelled.  
 
In the January 28th draft, Woolf decides to moves the woman’s singing among the 
crowds, and mingles her voice with the noise on the streets: “– omnibuses, fine 
<dappled> horses, with little bristles of straw in their tails. This poor old <woman 
singing.> thing,” and changes her singing into the non-sense, “Ee um fah um so / Foo 
swee too eem oo,” a cheerful and gay sound (qtd. in Wussow, p.101). The lines only 
appear once in the manuscript. Whereas in the published text, they appear three times, 
with subtle changes in the punctuation mark at the end of the second line, probably 
indicating the progression of the singing: 
 
ee um fah um so 
foo swee too eem oo – (MD, p.88) 
 
ee um fah um so 
foo swee too eem oo, (MD, p.89) 
 
ee um fah um so 
foo swee too eem oo. (MD, p.90) 
 
The evidence is to suggest, while Miller and Briggs’s interpretation traces back into 
the proper “origin” of the woman’s singing, the textual variations from the manuscript 
to the published text reveal an attempt to evade the proper “origin.” Though we are 
not going to decipher any authorial intention, the evidence is a textual “trace” for 
open interpretation. Further, it is valuable to note, in Woolf’s sketch for the overall 
structure of the novel, there is an important thinking on “chorus.” Evidence shows the 
idea comes gradually.  On 6th October 1922, Woolf writes in her notebook, “Thoughts 
upon beginning a book to be called, perhaps, At Home: or The Party: ----------- This is 
to be a short book consisting of six or seven chapters, each complete separately, yet 
97  
there must be some sort of fusion” (qtd. in Wussow, p.411). As the writing goes on (to 
the part in the Regents Park), she changes the idea of dividing the novel into separate 
chapters, and notes (on 19th November), “No chapters. Possible choruses.” (qtd. in 
Wussow, p.417). Then, about two pages (not dated) later, she comes up with the idea, 
“Why not have an observer in the street at each critical point who acts the part of 
chorus – some nameless person?” (qtd. in Wussow, p.419).  
 
Even so, the question of chorus remains. On 26th February 1923, Woolf continues to 
explore the “Question of choruses. That is to say of links between chapters: also, 
could the scene be divided like acts of a play into five, say, or six?,” and till 7th May, 
“The choruses are not ‘convincing’ yet” (qtd. in Wussow, p.420). Then, on 18th June, 
“Must now go on to make Peter walk away through the Green Park with the sound of 
the roar in his ear. The merit of this book so far lies in its design, wh. is original – 
very difficult. Really the truth is that / P[eter]. W[alsh]. should now walk in a great 
state of excitement to Green Park, as if on the wave of the sound: which should die 
out & leave him somewhere in the Green Park” (qtd. in Wussow, p.421). And again 
on 22nd July, “Seems as far as I can judge, rather good. There should now be a chorus, 
half of calm & security, the nursemaid & the f sleeping baby; half of fear & 
apprehension – the little girl who sees Peter W. asleep. The There is something 
helpless & ridiculous –” (qtd. in Wussow, p.422). 
 
Woolf’s writing notes indicate, the idea of “chorus” is a consistent shaping element 
that weighs much on her mind. We see she keeps thinking of the “Questions of 
choruses,” what it should look like, its possibility, and how to make use of it 
especially on condition that she is using a “dramatic” concept in a quite modern 
context of novel writing. Chorus, as OED defines, generally refers to “[a]n organized 
band of singers and dancers in the religious festivals and dramatic performances of 
ancient Greece.” Etymologically, the Greek word for “chorus” is choros (χορός). In 
“‘Why Should I dance?’: Choral Self-Referentiality in Greek Tragedy” (1995), Albert 
Henrichs suggests, “The Greek semantics of khoros include both elements, dance as 
well as song;” in other words, in the ancient Greek context, “chorus” is “a collective 
khoreutai performing the dance-song (khoreia)” (pp.56-90). Anastasia-Erasmia 
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Peponi (2013) holds a similar view, and suggests this feature of chorus that at once 
combines both the kinetic and the vocal components, that is, “the alliance of body and 
voice” in choral practices, is “essential” in ancient Greek culture (p.15).  
 
Integrity or unity therefore is an essential concept in the ancient Greek mind, as is 
manifested in “chorus,” an important element that greatly shapes the life of the 
ancient Greeks. In Choruses, Ancient and Modern (2013), Joshua Billings suggests: 
 
For the Greeks, to be “without chorus” (ἀχόρευτος) was to be lacking 
something essential. Long before Plato’s assertion – too often taken for 
granted – that ‘the uneducated man is one without choral experience’ 
(ἀπαίδευτος ἀχόρευτος) (Laws 654a), the word could be used in a negative 
sense to mean “unmusical” and hence “joyless.” To be without choral 
experience was not only to be uneducated, but to be cut off from a major form 
of social interaction, of religious worship, and of aesthetic pleasure. Where we 
today tend to understand these spheres of action as separated, the Greek 
chorus had a tendency to make them blend into one another […] To take part 
in a chorus was to be embedded in a social texture and to have a share in the 
pleasure of community. (p.1) 
 
As to this “essentiality” of chorus in ancient Greek culture, Woolf is among the few 
who notice its significance in her time. In her essay “On Not Knowing Greek” (1925), 
written during the time she is writing Mrs Dalloway (evidence shows that the draft of 
the essay appears in the same notebook for the novel, just before the episode dated 
“Thursday Dec. 2 13th 1923”), Woolf discusses the importance of “chorus” especially 
in terms of its role in Greek tragedy. As modern scholars are cautious of our 
“disintegrating” access to Greek culture, Woolf warns at the very beginning of her 
essay, “it is vain and foolish to talk of knowing Greek, since in our ignorance […] we 
do not know how the words sounded, or where precisely we ought to laugh, or how 
the actors acted, and between this foreign people and ourselves there is not only 
difference of race and tongue but a tremendous breach of tradition” (E4, p.38). From 
this statement, we can see the way that Woolf deals with Greek culture (where Greek 
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tragedy comes to her mind first) is not unilateral or static, but plural and dynamic, at 
once concerning the verbal and the kinetic, sound and movement. As we know, Greek 
tragedy is said to have grown out of chorus, and this point on “origin” probably 
receives its strongest support from Aristotle’s Poetics: 
 
Growing from an improvisational origin – both tragedy and comedy, one from 
the leaders (exarchontes) of the dithyramb and the other from the leaders of 
the phallic songs, which are still performed in many cities – it gradually 
increased as the poets developed each successive stage. And after many 
changes tragedy ceased when it had its own nature. And Aeschylus first 
brought the number of actors from one to two and decreased the part of the 
chorus and made the dialogue protagonist. (qtd. in Pickard-Cambridge 1962, 
p.89) 
 
The statement shows, the chorus in Greek tragedy experiences a declining process 
along history that it is “marginalized to performing musical interludes between the 
acts” (Peponi, p.25). Marginalized as its position becomes, similarly in Aristotle’s 
definition of tragedy, chorus is not counted one of the six elements that constitute 
tragedy, which are (“in descending order of importance”): muthos (plot), ēthē 
(character), dianoia (thought), lexis (diction), melopoiia (melody), and opsis 
(spectacle) (Silk and Stern 1981, p.229). Though not distinctively singled out, Peponi 
suggests, chorus as a factor is not completely out of Aristotle’s concern, for as he 
defines tragedy as “a representation of an action which is serious, complete, and of a 
certain magnitude […] in language which is garnished in various forms in the 
different parts,” and “[i]nasmuch as he defines garnished language as ‘language that 
has rhythm and melody,’ there is no question that Aristotle takes into account the 
chorus’s lyrics as essential parts of the tragic genre” (p.24. italics in original).  
 
Additionally, Peponi notes, “it is quite striking that in the Aristotelian quantitative 
divisions of tragedy every section of the play is defined in relation to the chorus’s 
dramatic presence. Tragedy’s quantitative elements, Aristotle says, can be listed as: 
prologue, episode, exodus, choral section (chorikon), the latter appearing in its two 
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versions, as the chorus’s processional entrance into the theatre (parodos) and as 
choral action in the orchestra (stasimon)” (p.24). Even so, Peponi continues to doubt 
whether the chorus here is “a mere technical marker” or “a punctuation device in the 
sequence of dramatic action” (p.24). Thus, he proposes, “If there is a problem with 
Aristotle’s theoretical treatment of the chorus in the Poetics, it is to be found in the 
inadequate way in which he touches on what should be considered its role in the 
tragic play – namely, its chief dramatic function” (pp.24-5). Peponi’s comment is 
pertinent, and if we go back to Woolf’s essay, we shall see how her idea departs from 
the Aristotelian tradition, especially in terms of the chorus’s dramatic function.  
 
In the essay, Woolf discusses the plays of Sophocles (Electra in particular), and 
thinks on “the insoluble question of poetry and its nature,” especially on how the 
“words put on the assurance of immortality,” and how in a play the poet succeeds in 
passing “this lapse from the particular to the general,” “with the actors standing there 
in person, with their bodies and their faces passively waiting to be made use of” (E4, 
p.43). As to these questions, Woolf suggests, “It is this that the choruses supply” (E4, 
p.43). In Woolf’s mind, the choruses, “the old men or women who take no active part 
in the drama, the undifferentiated voices who sing like birds in the pauses of the wind; 
who can comment, or sum up, or allow the poet to speak himself or supply, by 
contrast, another side to his conception,” provide the “means […] by which what was 
general and poetic, comment, not action, could be freed without interrupting the 
movement of the whole” (E4, p.43). So “to grasp the meaning of the play,” Woolf 
emphasizes, “the chorus is of the utmost importance. One must be able to pass easily 
into those ecstasies, those wild and apparently irrelevant utterances, to decide their 
relevance or irrelevance, and give them their relation to the play as a whole” (E4, 
p.43).  
 
Woolf’s arguments indicate her access to tragedy is different from that of Aristotle. 
For Aristotle, it is the action (or plot structure) that is the most important to achieve 
the “tragic” effect, to arouse the audience’s “fear and pity” so as to be purified in 
moral and emotion, whereas for Woolf, purification is her interest. It is the chorus not 
action that comes to her mind first in terms of grasping the meaning of the play. In her 
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discussion on the chorus in Sophocles’ play, she writes, “Lovely, lofty, and serene, his 
choruses grow naturally out of his situations, and change, not the point of view, but 
the mood” (E4, p.44). In a word, it is “mood” that should give the “assurance of 
immortality” to the words, and help the poet to pass safely the precipice from the 
particular to the general. Though her discussion on the chorus in Sophocles’ play is 
general and stops at this statement, her comment on Aeschylus in the latter part of the 
essay may be taken as an extended discussion on her point of “mood.” In the case of 
Aeschylus, Woolf does not actually talk about chorus in his play, but turns to his 
employment of metaphor, and how this strategy helps to achieve the majestic effect 
“without the support of words” (E4, p.44). She suggests: 
 
Aeschylus makes these little dramas […] tremendous by stretching every 
phrase to the utmost, by sending them floating forth in metaphors, by bidding 
them rise up and stalk eyeless and majestic through the scene. To understand 
him it is not so necessary to understand Greek as to understand poetry. It is 
necessary to take that dangerous leap through the air without the support of 
words […] For words, when opposed to such a blast of meaning, must give out, 
must be blown astray […] There is an ambiguity which is the mark of the 
highest poetry […] It is the meaning which in moments of astonishing 
excitement and stress we perceive in our minds without words […] By the 
bold and running use of metaphor he will amplify and give us, not the thing 
itself, but the reverberation and reflection which […] the thing has made; close 
enough to the original to illustrate it, remote enough to heighten, enlarge, and 
make splendid. (E4, pp.44-5) 
 
As we mentioned above, in her discussion on Aeschylus’ play, Woolf’s focus is not 
on “chorus.” However, despite this change of subject, if we read closely, the latent 
connection is present, especially in terms of the “tragic” effect they generate whether 
it is via chorus or via the use of metaphor. The “mood” that soars high to “ecstasies,” 
to “those wild and apparently irrelevant utterances” via the chorus is equivalent to the 
effect that we perceive “in moments of astonishing excitement and stress” without 
words, that is, via the use of metaphor. In other words, chorus must share something 
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in common with that of metaphor in terms of dramatic function, and one possible way 
is “without words.” If we scale backwards from Woolf’s writing, another book shares 
a similar stand to hers regarding the role of chorus in Greek tragedy is Nietzsche’s 
groundbreaking The Birth of Tragedy (1872). 
 
In Nietzsche on Tragedy (1981), Michael S. Silk and Joseph P. Stern argue, while 
“defining his own position with reference to Aristotle’s Poetics,” Nietzsche is 
“protesting against Aristotle’s emphasis on tragedy as action (praxis) and – repeatedly 
– against the Aristotelian concept of catharsis,” because in Nietzsche’s mind, “the 
notion fails to do justice to tragedy’s life-enhancing force,” and “[h]is alternative to 
praxis is the Greek loan-word pathos” (p.226). They further state: 
 
In the Poetics this word refers to a “scene of suffering”; in ordinary Greek it 
means “misfortune” or “experience” or “emotion”; and emotion, especially 
intensity of emotion, is what it signifies in German. Nietzsche’s implicit 
alternation to action, it would seem, is something approaching Stimmung, 
“mood” or “impression” […] the mood or atmosphere of the drama and the 
impression it makes on its audience; and […] music, at least in its modern 
form, is incomparable. Nietzsche does not discount the drama and its action. 
But music, in his theory, epitomizes the Dionysiac; dramatic action, with all 
its individuated particularities, belongs to the Apolline; and tragedy consists of 
a marriage between the two principles from which the Dionysiac must in the 
end emerge as the dominant partner: the conception of tragedy as mood, not 
action, is implicit. (pp.226, 230)  
 
From Silk and Stern’s statement, we can see “mood,” which is almost identified with 
the Dionysiac force (music), is essential for Nietzsche’s perception of Greek tragedy. 
As tragedy is believed to arise from the satyr chorus, the proto-tragedy, this “mood” 
or “impression” of tragedy should also be best transmitted through chorus, “the ideal 
spectator,” which in so far as is composed of “a community of unconscious actors,” a 
group of “transformed characters whose civic past and social status have been totally 
forgotten,” thus becoming “timeless servants of their god who live out outside the 
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spheres of society” (Nietzsche, p.64). In such proto-tragedies, the chorus “beholds its 
lord and master Dionysus and is therefore eternally the serving chorus: it sees how the 
god suffers and glorifies himself and therefore does not itself act;” “the chorus is the 
only ‘reality’ and generates the vision, speaking of it with the entire symbolism of 
dance, tone, and words,” and feeling themselves “surrounded by such a host of spirits 
while knowing themselves to be essentially one with them” (Nietzsche, pp.63-4). 
Thus, “we may perhaps picture him sinking down in his Dionysiac intoxication and 
mystical self-abnegation,” and immersed in the “pure primordial pain and its 
primordial re-echoing” (Nietzsche, qtd. in Silk and Stern, p.231).  
 
This tragic “mood” in Dionysiac intoxication and self-abnegation should be identical 
to Woolf’s reference to “mood” in the wild ecstasies evoked by the chorus, and the 
“astonishing excitement and stress we perceive in our minds without words,” that is, 
the bold and running use of metaphor. As to the point of “metaphor,” Nietzsche does 
associate it with the “vision” or “reality” envisioned by the chorus in intoxication and 
self-abnegation. He argues, “For a genuine poet, metaphor is not a rhetorical figure 
but a vicarious image that he actually beholds in place of a concept. A character is for 
him not a whole he has composed out of particular traits, picked up here and there, but 
an obtrusively alive person before his very eyes, distinguished from the otherwise 
identical vision of a painter only by the fact that it continually goes on living and 
activity,” and “a poet is a poet only insofar as he sees himself surrounded by figures 
who live and act before him and into whose inmost nature he can see” (p.63). This 
“vicarious image,” in the satyr chorus, is the “vision” of the absent suffering hero, the 
god Dionysus, to whom the satyrs surrender themselves via self-abnegation. 
 
If we compare Woolf’s concept on the use of metaphor (“without words”) to that of 
Nietzsche’s (“vicarious image”), the force of “without words” can be identified with 
the drive of self-abnegation that contributes to Dionysiac intoxication, even though 
the latter is more associated with the concepts of subjectivity and individuality that is 
opposed to community, whereas the former seems to be of more linguistic pertinence. 
However, such alliance is to suggest, while Nietzsche pins his hope for a German 
cultural regeneration on the spirit of music rooted in the chorus of Greek tragedy, 
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Woolf is also looking for a choral device to construct a soundscape of synesthetic 
effect in her drama-novel, which is very similar to Nietzsche’s reference to “a new 
world of symbols” where “the entire symbolism of the body is called into play, not the 
mere symbolism of the lips, face, and speech but the whole pantomime of dancing, 
forcing every member into rhythmic movement” (p.40).  
 
In the following analysis, we are going to hear the choruses that Woolf introduces in 
Mrs Dalloway, and listen to the synesthetic effect they evoke in the soundscape as a 
whole. In the previous discussion, we observed that from the manuscript to the 
published text of the novel, Woolf blurs the lyrics of the woman’s singing at the 
railway station. This evidence makes us think of Woolf’s point on the use of metaphor, 
or the force of “without words” which we discussed above. Especially, the 
nonsensical lyrics, which seem to float out of the texts, are not unlike Woolf’s 
description of the chorus as “the undifferentiated voices who sing like birds in the 
pauses of the wind” in the essay. Indeed, the nonsensical lyrics do resemble the 
singing of the birds in terms of its being unperceivable to human beings, and in the 
manuscript, Woolf does compare the woman’s singing to something “birdlike,” as she 
writes, “when she said twittered, fresh as a bird & with that birdlike freshness which 
comes into very old voices” (qtd. in Wussow, p.100). Woolf keeps this comparison, 
only with slight changes into “with the bird-like freshness of the very aged, she still 
twittered” (MD, p.90).  
 
As to this birds’ singing (or language) in literature, Jane Marcus (1987) suggests in  
Virginia Woolf and the Languages of Patriarchy, “Many heroes of folktale and legend 
gain their power from understanding the birds, Siegfried and Papageno among them” 
(p.38). Famously, the legend of Siegfried is retold in Wagner’s music drama The Ring 
of the Nibelung (Der Ring des Nibelungen), with which Woolf must have been quite 
familiar, for she was knowledgeable about on Wagner’s works. As to Papageno, he is 
a bird-catcher in Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute (1791), an opera actually mentioned 
in Woolf’s novel Night and Day. Though the point here is not to discuss how the 
heroes gain superpower from understanding the birds, the comparison between the 
woman’s nonsensical singing and the birds’ singing is intriguing.  
105  
 
In Untwisting the Serpent: Modernism in Music, Literature, and Other Arts (2000), 
Daniel Albright instructively interprets Papageno’s bird-like singing in The Magic 
Flute as a kind of “musical hieroglyph,” which he defines as “a short musical phrase 
that is indissolubly bound to a specific verbal phrase – an assault against the division 
between two modes of temporal art, music and spoken language” (pp.37-42). This 
musical blurring between genres is based on the concept of “hieroglyph,” which is “a 
visual sign that speaks – an instantaneous grasp of meaning, defying the division 
between the pictorial and the linguistic, between space and time” (p.37). According to 
Albright, “[t]he prestige of the hieroglyph in Western philosophy is of long standing, 
and its history is the history of a sustained intellectual assault on the separation 
between the arts of time and the arts of space – an assault that reached a climax in the 
twentieth century” (p.39). He quotes from Plotinus: 
 
the wise of Egypt […] they left aside the writing-forms that take in the detail 
of words and sentences – those characters that represent sounds and convey 
the propositions of reasoning – and drew pictures instead, engraving in the 
temple-inscriptions a separate image for every separate item: thus they 
exhibited the absence of discursiveness in the Intellectual Realm.  
 
For each manifestation of knowledge and wisdom is a distinct image, an 
object in itself, an immediate unity, not an aggregate of discursive reasoning 
and detailed willing. (qtd. in Albright, p.40)  
 
This distinct “image” of “an immediate unity” can be compared to the “vicarious 
image” envisioned by the satyrs in the Dionysian chorus in the Nietzschean context. 
In his introduction to Untwisting the Serpent, “Laocoön Revisited,” Albright actually 
mentions the music of the satyr, Marsyas, and his musical competition with Apollo 
(even though he does not directly use Nietzsche’s concepts of the Apollonian and the 
Dionysian). For Albright, the piping of Marsyas (playing the aulos) is like “wind, 
breath, pneuma – animating spirit, feeling made sound,” which evokes “pleasure and 
pain, the fullness of emotional life, and therefore naturally lends itself to 
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intensification through other artistic media, such as singing and dancing,” whereas the 
Apollonian music (using string instruments) is a kind of rational “research,” which 
like astronomy is interested in the “investigations of the proportionality of the cosmos” 
(pp.18-9). The proper proportions and ratios of vibrating strings are just like the “rules 
of property” that govern the distinct fields of arts, which Gotthold Ephraim Lessing 
talks about in his famous treatise Laokoon (1766).  
 
For Lessing, there is a distinction between “visible progressive” art (like poetry and 
music) and “visible static” or “spatially juxtapositive” art (like painting, sculpture, 
and architecture); the former should follow “the decorum of time,” whereas the latter 
is governed by “the decorum of space” (qtd. in Albright, p.9). This distinction just 
helps to explain why the mouth of Laocoön (the statue dug up from the ruins of the 
Baths of Titus in Rome in 1506) should be half-shut, and not suggest screaming 
(which is compared to the bull-like bellowing in Virgil’s poetry), because the very 
spatial “fixity” of the stone would be discordant with the “evanescence” of the long-
drawn scream according to this theory. However, Albright points out, such strict 
distinction between different media of arts no longer holds in the twentieth century, 
and “the Laocoön problem no longer troubles anyone” (p.33). Thus, in the first 
chapter of his book, Albright turns to “hieroglyph,” for he believes “hieroglyph is the 
right name for the unit of equivalence between one artistic medium and another,” and 
inevitably “in the realm of aesthetics, all extremes tend to converge” (p.39). 
 
If as Plotinus suggests, hieroglyph represents the knowledge and wisdom through a 
distinct “image” with an immediate unity, it is interesting to notice Albright’s point, 
“in the fact that from late antiquity until the early nineteenth century, the hieroglyphic 
language of ancient Egypt was praised for its rigorous clarity, its luminous 
apprehension of meaning, when in fact no one could read it” (p.40). One reason to 
account for this dilemma may be that our discursive way of “reading” is so different 
from the way that hieroglyphics works. Though we are not here to decipher any 
hieroglyphics, at least we may adopt the hieroglyphic philosophy, that is, “the 
manifestation of knowledge and wisdom is a distinct image, an object in itself, an 
immediate unity.” Additionally, Albright points out, “[t]he word hieroglyph is Greek 
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for sacred carving; and if music is to feel hieroglyphic, it must feel inscriptive, 
chiseled – not rhetorically straining, but quietly certain” (p.47). “Quietly certain,” 
may immediately denote a relationship with “image” for its literal “quietness.” 
However, it is better not to understand this “chiseled quietness” only in the visual 
sense as long as it is to be hieroglyphic. More likely, we may compare it to a trance-
like state, the Dionysiac intoxication in which the satyrs can “envision” themselves 
surrounded by spirits, communing with the god and feeling connected with the 
primordial being of Oneness by having “the entire symbolism of the body” called into 
play. Therefore, Albright proposes, if a musical hieroglyph is to be used, it should 
serve as a kind of “oracle” (as in The Magic Flute), which is “essentially a riddle – 
formally exact but so vieldeutig, much-meaning” (p.47).  
 
Following this line, if we take this battered woman’s nonsensical or bird-like singing 
(chorus) as a kind of musical hieroglyph, it is reasonable to speculate that Woolf 
intended to inaugurate a trance-like moment as an access to the primordial being of 
Oneness where all senses are interconnected. In fact, the battered woman’s singing 
does tend to bring us to a state of oblivion, for in her “old bubbling burbling song” 
that “issued from so rude a mouth, a mere hole in the earth, muddy too, matted with 
root fibres and tangled grasses,” it is said “all peering inquisitive eyes seemed blotted 
out, and the passing generations – the pavement was crowded with bustling middle-
class people – vanished, like leaves, to be trodden under, to be soaked and steeped and 
made mould of by that eternal spring” (MD, pp.89-90). Like the satyrs (and the 
maenads) who wear ivy leaves and identify themselves with the nature god Dionysus 
in singing and dancing, the body of the battered woman also seems “melting” into the 
body of the earth and the completeness of the universe in oblivion. So is the “image” 
of knowledge and wisdom manifested in “an immediate unity.” 
 
Notably, this “image” of knowledge and wisdom is actually envisioned earlier than 
this fictive point of the woman’s singing. From Woolf’s writing notes, we notice that 
as she considers introducing some nameless person as chorus at each critical point, 
she writes explicitly to arrange a nursemaid with a sleeping baby as the chorus nearby 
where Peter Walsh is falling asleep. In the manuscript, the nursemaid is not with a 
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sleeping baby, but talking something “vaguely” to the baby who is playing with some 
toy. This “vague” talking deserves our attention though it is somehow “silenced” in 
the published text: 
 
-- he [Peter Walsh] was only vaguely worried by the annoyance of the child 
throwing its toy into the ground.  
      Dont do that dear. Well if you do, I wont pick it up again. 
They Only The nurse maids voice words confirmed him va in feeling that 
there is an a tremendous amount of scientific work to be done, & the vague 
sense of opposition wh. Her tone had sound in him, gave way a moment later 
to comfortable conviction. 
     And so being led on to make a theory about it, & so passing to ideas which 
were remote from the actual scene, he heard the nursemaid say in murmuring 
no darling, chk, chk, as or something of the of the kind [as she rock touched 
<moved> the perambulator with her foot] soothing & at the same time 
encouraging as if she confirmed him, in his soothed & encouraged him, in his 
scientific theories. in his general sense of sagacity, & prosperity. & well being. 
And then the <a> great brush descended, swept smooth across his mind. […] 
He sank down down into the plumes & feathers of sleep. (qtd. in Wussow, 
p.22-3) 
 
It is hard to say why Woolf deletes the nursemaid’s murmuring of “chk, chk” and the 
child’s noise in the published text. But it would be interesting to note, this pair of 
nursemaid and child with a perambulator appears again in her last novel Between the 
Acts (1941). In the third section of the novel, it begins with, “The nurses after 
breakfast were trundling the perambulator up and down the terrace; and as they 
trundled they were talking – not shaping pellets of information or handling ideas from 
one to another, but rolling words, like sweets on their tongues; which, as they thinned 
to transparency, gave off pink, green, and sweetness” (BA, p.9). The “rolling words” 
of the nurses, which “thinned to transparency,” are similar to the vague murmuring of 
the nursemaid’s “chk, chk,” which soothes Peter Walsh into the plumes and feathers 
of sleep. Further, as the text suggests, such “rolling words” are “not shaping pellets of 
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information or handling ideas from one to another,” that is, not loaded with sensible 
meanings, but like candies thinning to transparency and giving off sweetness and 
colors. In other words, the nursemaids’ words are not supposed to be understood in 
the ordinary manner, but to be “felt” with all senses, just as they were hieroglyphics. 
As to this kind of hieroglyphic ability of comprehension, probably it can be compared 
to the motherly instinctive understanding of the baby talk that Marcus suggests, which 
reflects a mystical communion between mother and children, but is unintelligible to 
others (especially the men) (p.38).  
 
In the manuscript, the nursemaid does take the sleeping Peter Walsh as “a funny old 
boy” (qtd. in Wussow, p.23), and has a mysterious relationship with him, “In her 
white dress, moving her hands indefatigably yet quietly, she might have been seemed 
like the champion of the right of sleepers; like one of those spectral presences which, 
rise up in twilight, in wood, made of sky & branches […] She takes me to her, he 
thinks, & understands my immense weariness. & the pale skirt of the great presence 
flows this way & that. <&> It may be It is the soul, he thinks. Yes, though he is by 
way of being an atheist, he has this these moments of secret exaltation” (qtd. in 
Wussow, pp.24-5). In the published text, such “moments of secret exaltation” are 
manifested into three consecutive “visions”:  
 
Such are the visions which proffer great cornucopias full of fruit to the solitary 
traveller, or murmur in his ear like sirens lolloping away on the green sea 
waves, or are dashed in his face like bunches of rose, or rise to the surface like 
pale faces which fishermen flounder through floods to embrace. (MD, p.62) 
 
Such are the visions which ceaselessly float up, pace beside, put their faces in 
front of, the actual thing; often overpowering the solitary traveller and taking 
away from him the sense of the earth, the wish to return, and giving him for 
substitute a general peace […]. (MD, p.63) 
 
Such are the visions. The solitary traveller is soon beyond the wood […] as the 
solitary traveller advances down the village street where the women stand 
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knitting and the men dig in the garden, the evening seems ominous; the figures 
still; as if some august fate, known to them, awaited without fear, were about 
to sweep them into complete annihilation. (MD, p.63) 
 
The sense of the spectral presence of the knitting woman and the overwhelming wave 
of annihilation is not much far from the fatal feeling of annihilation which finally 
triumphs in its unity with the primordial being of oneness in the tragic chorus. In fact, 
such moments of exaltation also occur in Between the Acts to the little boy who is 
grubbing in the grass, whereas the nursemaid is stooping to pick up the toy the baby 
throws out from the perambulator (compared with the scene in the manuscript of Mrs 
Dalloway). “The flower blazed between the angles of the roots. Membrane after 
membrane was torn. It blazed a soft yellow, a lambent light under a film of velvet; it 
filled the caverns behind the eyes with light. All that inner darkness became a hall, 
leaf smelling, earth smelling, of yellow light. And the tree was beyond the flower; the 
grass, the flower and the tree complete” (BA, pp.9-10).  
 
Like the cornucopian visions of the “funny old boy” (Peter Walsh), the little boy’s 
vision of “completeness” is also opulent, of light, of colour, of smell, of odour, of 
sound, proffering great cornucopias and murmuring like sirens lolloping away on the 
green sea waves. It is worth pointing out, such visions of “completeness” are rooted in 
Woolf’s life experience. In “Sketch of the Past,” she notes down her experience as a 
child, “I was looking at the flower bed by the front door; ‘That is the whole,’ I said. I 
was looking at a plant with a spread of leaves; and it seemed suddenly plain that the 
flower itself was a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was the flower; and that 
was the real flower; part earth; part flower. It was a thought I put away as being likely 
to be very useful to me later. […] When I said about the flower ‘That is the whole,’ I 
felt that I had made a discovery. I felt that I had put away in my mind something that I 
should go back [to], to turn over and explore” (MB, p.71).  
 
Woolf does come back and frequently explores this idea of “completeness” in her 
writing, as here in Mrs Dalloway. This “completeness” is transformed into the sound 
waves roaring in Peter Walsh’s ear, which is incited by the “chorus” of the nameless 
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persons (i.e. the knitting nursemaid and the battered woman), and “envisioned” as a 
kind of instinctive knowledge and wisdom, a “scientific theory” of Peter Walsh. In a 
word, Woolf successfully deploys the ancient dramatic concept of “chorus” in her 
novel of a very difficult originality in its design as she plans. She renovates the choral 
vitality in the novel by creating a soundscape of synaesthetic effect. Any time as we 
read the novel, we feel haunted by the queer singing of the battered woman at the 
railway station, the explosion of the motor-car tyre in the street, the confusing sky-
writing of the aeroplane and its annoying roaring, the siren of the ambulance as 
Septimus jumps out of the window to commit suicide, and more frequently, the timely 
striking of the Big Ben at some critical points. Theoretically, they can all serve as 
kind of “chorus.” Together they constitute an ineludible force, which is just like what 
John Gould (1996) comments on the chorus in Greek tragedy: 
 
Having once arrived in the orchêstra, the chorus is always there: actors come 
and go but the dramatic space is never empty. It is inhabited by collectivity. 
The continuity of fictional experience, the sense that there is something still to 
be lived through and brought to an ending, is powerfully enacted in this 
continuous massed presence of the chorus. And their presence constitutes a 
powerful force within the dramatic space. Silent, often for long periods, they 
are none the less there, and the pressure exerted by their presence is always, 
for the audience, a felt factor in the exchanges between the tragic agents. 
(p.232) 
 
The comment can be applied to the choruses in Woolf’s case. Thus, the experience of 
reading Woolf’s novel becomes a choral hearing as in an orchêstra, which 
miraculously provides us with an auditory access to a world of synaesthesia in which 
all senses are called into play. If the chorus is an ever-felt presence in the background 
in Mrs Dalloway, this idea continues to work in Woolf’s next novel To the Lighthouse 
(1927). In the following analysis, we are then going to hear the chorus (or choral 
sound) in To the Lighthouse, and explore how it helps Woolf to create a colour-music 
soundscape of synesthetic effect. Particularly, we propose, in To the Lighthouse the 
choral sound is constitutive of two fundamental sounds, the sound of the sea and the 
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sound of mourning, which work underground to arouse the reader’s sonic 
imaginations and incite us to think trans-sensationally while reading. 
 
 
 
On To the Lighthouse 
 
As she is conceiving of the novel, Woolf writes in her diary (27 June 1925), “I am 
making up ‘To the Lighthouse’ – the sea is to be heard all through it. I have an idea 
that I will invent a new name for my books to supplant ‘novel,’ A new ------ by 
Virginia Woolf. But what? Elegy?” (D3, p.34). In this short statement, there are at 
least two points worthy of our attention. The first is that “the sea is to be heard all 
through it,” and the second is the idea of “Elegy.” Both of them are aurally associated, 
in the sense that the first point is related to the sound of the sea, and the second the 
sound of mourning. To some extent, the sound of the sea is something primordial in 
Woolf’s life, as she writes in “A Sketch of the Past,” “in fact it is the most important 
of all my memories. If life has a base that it stands upon, if it is a bowl that one fills 
and fills and fills – then my bowl without a doubt stands upon this memory. It is of 
lying half sleep, half awake, in bed in the nursery at St Ives. It is of hearing the waves 
breaking, one, two, one, two, and sending a splash of water over the beach; and then 
breaking, one, two, one, two, behind a yellow blind” (MB, p.64). Considering To the 
Lighthouse is generally viewed as the most autobiographical among her entire oeuvre, 
the sound of the sea that is to be heard throughout shares the same rhythmical nature 
of the breaking waves, and forms the basis for the whole soundscape of the novel.  
 
A scene of particular resonance in this regard is that of Mrs Ramsay’s interaction with 
the strokes of the Lighthouse in “The Window,” which reads, “Turning, she looked 
across the bay, and there, sure enough, coming regularly across the waves first two 
quick strokes and then one long steady stroke, was the light of the Lighthouse,” and 
subsequently, lost in her “wedge of darkness,” she identifies herself with the third 
long steady stroke of light: 
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Losing personality, one lost the fret, the hurry, the stir; and there rose to her 
lips always some exclamation of triumph over life when things came together 
in this peace, this rest, this eternity; and pausing there she looked out to meet 
that stroke of the Lighthouse, the long steady stroke, the last of the three, 
which was her stroke, for watching them in this mood always at this hour one 
could not help attaching oneself to one thing especially of the things one saw; 
and this thing, the long steady stroke, was her stroke. Often she found herself 
sitting and looking, sitting and looking, with her work in her hands until she 
became the thing she looked at – the light for example. And it would lift up on 
it some little phrase or other with had been lying in mind like that – “Children 
don’t forget, children don’t forget’ – which she would repeat and begin adding 
to it, It will end, It will end, she said. It will come, it will come, when 
suddenly she added, We are in the hands of the Lord. (TL, pp.52-3) 
 
In this short passage, especially in the later part after Mrs Ramsay felt “she became 
the thing she looked at – the light for example,” we seem to begin virtually hearing 
the rhythm of the light and the sea, which is tactically interwoven into the rhythmical 
pattern of the sentences (“sitting and looking, sitting and looking”), and sounding 
together with Mrs Ramsay’s mind (“Children don’t forget, children don’t forget,” “It 
will end, It will end,” “It will come, it will come”). Notably, in the manuscript such 
repetitions do not exist, which means Woolf later consciously polishes them into the 
rhythmical pattern to resemble the one-two-one-two rhythm of the breaking waves. In 
fact, the sound of the sea is heard earlier in the novel (in scene three), where Mrs 
Ramsay also sat in the window, listening to “the monotonous fall of the waves on the 
beach, which for the most part beat a measured and soothing tattoo to her thoughts 
and seemed consolingly to repeat over and over again, […] but at other times 
suddenly and unexpectedly, especially when her mind raised itself slightly from the 
task actually in hand,” it becomes “a ghostly roll of drums remorselessly beat[ing] the 
measure of life,” and reminds her of the destruction of the sea, and the ephemerality 
of the nature, thundering “hollow in her ears” and filling her with “an impulse of 
terror” (TL, pp.16-7). This sudden sense of “terror” is repeated later at the point of 
Mrs Ramsay’s sudden recognition that “We are in the hands of the Lord.”  
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Thus, the sound (rhythm) of the sea of double nature, consoling and destructive at the 
same time, is internalized in Mrs Ramsay’s body and mind via her “unconscious” 
identification with the light of the Lighthouse. Later in the dinner party while she is 
arranging the seats for the guests, again “the old familiar pulse began beating, as the 
watch begins ticking – one, two, three, one, two, three. And so on and so on, she 
repeated, listening to it, sheltering and fostering the still feeble pulse as one might 
guard a weak flame with a newspaper” (TL, p.69). The rhythm of “one, two, three, 
one, two, three” resumes. It is interesting to note, in the published text, it is Mrs 
Ramsay who is first “giving herself the little shake” that the old familiar pulse begins 
beating, whereas in the manuscript, it is “not of her own willing, but independently 
like the pulse of a machine, which, inexplicably stopped, inexplicably begins again,” 
and in the margin, Woolf notes, “one, two, three, irrationally” (qtd. in Dick, p.134). In 
other words, in the manuscript Woolf emphasizes more on the independent, external 
nature of an inexplicable force, which confuses her even till the near end of her life, as 
she writes in “A Sketch of the Past,” “I often wonder – that things we have felt with 
great intensity have an existence independent of our minds,” and “if so, will it not be 
possible, in time, that some device will be invented by which we can tap them?” (MB, 
p.67). In To the Lighthouse, she does “tap” them by giving a “little shake” to Mrs 
Ramsay’s mind, which therefore blurs the line between the external and the internal, 
the objective and the subjective, and makes the “irrational” ambivalent.  
 
Though in the published text, Woolf does not use the word “irrationally,” the word 
otherwise links us to an “irrational pain” that Woolf mentions in her diary (15 
September 1926) as she is nearly finishing the novel (she notes on 28 September, 
“finished, provisionally, Sept 16th”) (D3, pp.110-1). This diary entry is a record of “A 
State of Mind” as its title suggests: 
 
Woke up perhaps at 3. Oh its beginning its coming – the horror – physically 
like a painful wave swelling about the heart – tossing me up. I’m unhappy 
unhappy! Down – God, I wish I were dead. Pause. But why am I feeling this? 
Let me watch the wave rise. I watch. Vanessa. Children. Failure. Yes; I detect 
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that. Failure failure. (The wave rises). Oh they laughed at my taste in green 
paint! Wave crashes. I wish I were dead! I’ve only a few years to live I hope. I 
cant face this horror any more – (this is the wave spreading out over me). 
 
This goes on; several times, with varieties of horror. Then, at the crisis, instead 
of the pain remaining intense, it becomes rather vague. I doze. I wake with a 
start. The wave again! The irrational pain: the sense of failure; generally some 
specific incident, as for example my taste in green paint, or buying a new dress 
[…] tacked on. (D3, p.110. italics mine) 
 
The “irrational pain” accompanied by the annihilating waves is similar to Mrs 
Ramsay’s case in the novel, especially comparing Woolf’s feeling of “varieties of 
horror” and the latter’s sudden sense of “terror” and revelation that “We are in the 
hands of the Lord” while hearing (and identifying herself with) the rhythm of the light 
and the sea. In this way, through Mrs Ramsay’s mind, it seems Woolf revives her own 
experience of “irrational pain” and the swelling of waves in her fictive creation. As 
we read the text, we seem to feel the same pain and the waves spreading out over us. 
Though the word “irrationally” is crossed out, the ambivalence over the irrational 
force (whether it is externally independent or internalized) remains. At the end of the 
dinner party, as Mrs Ramsay listens to the voices around her, the ambivalence returns: 
 
the voices came to her very strangely, as if they were voices at a service in a 
cathedral, for she did not listen to the words. […] The words […] sounded as 
if they were floating like flowers on water out there, cut off from them all, as 
if no one had said them, but they had come into existence of themselves. […] 
She did not know what they meant, but like music, the words seemed to be 
spoken by her own voice, outside her self. (TL, p.90) 
 
Again, after the dinner party, while she is reading with her husband: 
 
Sinking deeper, as she had felt in the hall when the others were talking, […] 
those words […] began washing from side to side of her mind rhythmically, 
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and as they washed, words, like little shaded lights, one red, one blue, one 
yellow, lit up in the dark of her mind, and seemed leaving their perches up 
there to fly across and across, or to cry out and to be echoed; […] she 
murmured, sticking her needles into the stocking. And she opened the book 
and began reading here and there at random, and as she did so she felt that she 
was climbing backwards, upwards, shoving her way up under petals that 
curved over her, so that she only know this is white, or this is red. She did not 
know at first what the words meant at all. (TL, p.96) 
 
Such are queer moments as Mrs Ramsay listens to the sounds (words) but does not 
know what they mean. It needs to be pointed out, though that the sounds heard by Mrs 
Ramsay are not actually the sound of the sea. We should be clear about their innate 
connection, that is, the rhythm, the rhythm of the waves and the rhythm of the words. 
If the rhythm of the waves, as we discussed above, is closely related to the sense of 
pain and horror, and more importantly, associated with the ambivalent state of losing 
consciousness (personality or subjectivity), or being lost in a “wedge of darkness,” the 
rhythm of the words shares the same nature, as we observe, the words just buzz like 
bees in Mrs Ramsay’s mind. Rather than comprehend their meanings, she seems to 
hear more of their “colours” that “this is white, or this is red,” and moving like a fish 
among the waves of the flowery words. This hearing of coloured reminds us of the 
colour-music philosophy of Miss Marchmont in Jacob’s Room, and the concept of 
synesthesia.  
 
Considering Mrs Ramsay is reading Shakespeare’s sonnet (“Sonnet 98”) in this 
episode, the parallel of sounds to colours is reminiscent of another sonnet written by 
Arthur Rimbaud (1854-1891), “Voyelles” (1883), in which the vowels (A, E, I, U, O) 
are compared to five different colours (black, white, red, green, and blue) respectively. 
As to the poem, Lauren Silvers (2014) suggests: 
 
The reader is exhorted to ‘see them’ (voit-elles), the vowels, as she listens to 
them, associating the colors with the corresponding vibratory utterances. […] 
the first line of the poem functions like an alchemical key, with its 
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straightforward, one-to-one correspondence between vowels and colors. […] 
these reflexive associations soon give way to poetic dilations, in the form of 
couplets, on each vowel-color association. Each couplet functions like an 
alchemical troping of the correspondence into imagery of movement (‘des 
mouches éclatantes / Qui bombinent autour des puanteurs cruelles’ [shining 
flies / Flitting around cruel cruel stenches]), vibration (‘vibrements divins des 
mers virides’ [divine vibrating of viridian seas]), and intensity (‘sang craché’ 
[spat blood]; ‘strideurs étranges’ [strange piercing cries]). (p.400)  
 
Such “imagery of movement,” “vibration,” and “intensity” similarly exists in the 
narrative of Mrs Ramsay’s mind, as we witness that she seems to hear the buzz of 
bees, climbing up and down among the branches and petals of the words, and finally 
ascending on and on to the top and to the summit: “How satisfying! How restful! […] 
her mind felt swept, felt clean. And then there it was, suddenly entire shaped in her 
hands, […] clear and complete, the essence sucked out of life” (TL, p.98). Though of 
all such magical feelings and an epiphanic touch of “essence,” Mrs Dalloway is 
unable to comprehend the meaning of the words, as Mr Ramsay comments, “she was 
not clever, not book-learned at all” (TL, p.98). Indeed, Mrs Ramsay is “not book-
learned.” Yet, it is just her unlearned-ness that distinguishes her “sensory” (or 
ignorant) mode of reading from that book-learned (or intellectual) mode of reading of 
Mr Ramsay. As Anne Golomb Hoffman (1984) suggests with regard to this scene of 
reading, Mr. Ramsay’s reading (Walter Scott’s Antiquary) “remains involved in plot, 
in what happens to characters,” whereas Mrs Ramsay’s reading is surrendered to “the 
rhythm of the words, into a semi-conscious participation in language” (p.192. italics 
in original). The contrast between plot and rhythm makes us think of Woolf’s maxim 
that she is writing to rhythm, not plot. Hoffman’s discussion thus turns our attention 
to “the significance of reading itself” (p.192). 
 
Notably, the two modes of reading (writing) happen to match two levels of reading 
that Silvers introduces in her article, which are actually put forward by the French 
poet and literary critic Jean de Cours (1892-1928). According to Cours, there are two 
levels of reading (a poem), “In the first, we comprehend what its language is denoting, 
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as our intelligence will be ‘lit up’ (s’éclairera). In the second, which he evidently 
privileges, we feel the ‘sensation of the poem,’ which will lead to our sensibility being 
‘deepened’ (s’approfondira)” (qtd. in Silvers, p.381). To “feel” the sensation to come 
to a deepened sensibility thus points to an opposite discourse that is against cognition 
or intelligence (which is privileged by intellectuals like Mr. Ramsay). By putting 
more emphasis on “the feeling of our bodies in the act of sensing,” the second level of 
reading therefore appeals to a “deeper address to the body,” “going beyond the mind’s 
intellectual grasp of language” (Silvers, pp.381-2). “Going beyond,” not to an 
intellectual form of meaning, but to an “unknown” sphere that Rimbaud claims 
prophetically in his “Lettre du voyant,” “I want to be a poet, and I work in order to 
render myself a seer: you will not understand at all, and I have no idea how to explain 
it to you. It is about arriving at the unknown via the disarticulation of all the senses [Je 
veux être poète, et je travaille à me rendre voyant: vous ne comprendrez pas du tout, 
et je ne saurais presque vous expliquer. Il s’agit d’arriver à l’inconnu par le 
dérèglement de tous les sens]” (qtd. in Silvers, p.400). “Voyelles” attests his claim for 
“the unknown via the disarticulation of all the senses,” in which the eye is called to 
“hear,” the ear to “see,” the sound colored, smelled, or touched, and so on.  
 
Hoffman also compares Mrs Ramsay’s mode of reading to the one Woolf advocates 
in “On Being Ill” (1926, an essay written during the time writing To the Lighthouse). 
The essay handily exemplifies Woolf’s connection with Rimbaud, for she actually 
quotes a line from Rimbaud (though not from “Voyelles”), “O saisons, ô châteaux / 
Quelle âme est sans défauts?” as she is illustrating her idea of reading/writing in the 
state of illness (E4, p.324). She writes: 
 
In illness words seem to possess a mystic quality. We grasp what is beyond 
the surface meaning, gather instinctively this, that, and the other – a sound, a 
colour, here a stress, there a pause – which the poet, knowing words to be 
meager in comparison with ideas, has strewn about his page to evoke, when 
collected, a state of mind which neither words can express nor the reason 
explain. Incomprehensibility has an enormous power over us in illness, more 
legitimately perhaps than the upright will allow. In health meaning has 
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encroached upon sound. Our intelligence domineers over our senses. But in 
illness, with the police off duty, […] the words give out their scent, and ripple 
like leaves, and chequer us with light and shadow, and then, if at last we grasp 
the meaning, it is all the richer for having travelled slowly up with all the 
bloom upon its wings. Foreigners, to whom the tongue is strange, have us at a 
disadvantage. The Chinese must know better the sound of Antony and 
Cleopatra than we do. (E4, pp.324-5) 
 
The correspondence between Woolf and Rimbaud is obvious, especially in terms of 
their common views on the “unknown” and “incomprehensibility.” The last sentence 
on the Chinese auditor’s tongue somehow makes us guess why Woolf chooses to give 
Lily, the modern painter, a pair of Chinese eyes in To the Lighthouse.  
 
If we compare Woolf’s illustration on reading in illness, which is “with responsibility 
shelved and reason in abeyance” (E4, p.324), to Mrs Ramsay’s act of reading, their 
resemblance is easily seen. Just as Mrs Ramsay climbes upwards, backwards among 
the branches and petals of words, picks up one line or two at random (i.e. “The Sirens 
Song” and Sonnet 98), Woolf also “rifle the poets of their flowers,” “break off a line 
or two and let them open in the depths of the mind, spread their bright wings, swim 
like coloured fish in green waters” (E4, p.324). To some extent, the “coloured fish in 
green waters” might be the catchword for the complex of the coloured sound, imagery 
of movement, vibration and intensity we mentioned above. Further, the “green waters” 
and the state of illness bring us back to Woolf’s note of “A State of Mind,” especially 
thinking of people’s laughing at her “taste in green paint” (twice mentioned in the 
diary), and her “irrational pain.”  
 
Such evidence is to indicate Woolf’s ideas on the rhythm, coloured sound (colour-
music), and pain are kind of consistent and always interconnected. In addition, while 
in the essay Woolf compares literature to illness (novels to influenza, epic poems to 
typhoid, odes to pneumonia, lyrics to toothache), and suggests De Quincey (especially 
his Confessions of an Opium Eater) who is among the few writers who tried their 
hands in this field. In the manuscript Mrs Ramsay is actually reading De Quincey’s 
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work, “She read some poetry every night or the Opium Eater,” and “loved to get at the 
repose of the words” (qtd. in Dick, p. 194). Though the reference is deleted, De 
Quincey’s influence is still observable. For instance, in “A Sea Change: Thomas De 
Quincey and Mr. Carmichael in To the Lighthouse” (1987), John Ferguson observe 
many parallels between Mr. Carmichael’s life (in the manuscript) and that of De 
Quincey. Though much detail is cut out, the habit of eating opium is kept, which to 
some extent explains why the character is always set in a dreamy state, half awake, 
half asleep under the sun.  
 
Again, Ferguson agrees with Harvena Richter (1970): “it is to De Quincey that 
Virginia Woolf may owe much of her perceptual method, especially the sense of the 
contraction and expansion of time, space, and matter and the projection of internal 
emotions, notably certain fears, on the external vision field” (qtd. in Ferguson, p.61). 
Indeed, of the two essays written on De Quincey, “Impassioned Prose” (1926) and 
“De Quincey’s Autobiography” (1932), Woolf thinks highly of his contribution to the 
genre of prose. In Woolf’s mind, De Quincey has daringly “ventured into those 
shadowy regions” where “we can think into non-existence,” and “time is miraculously 
prolonged and space miraculously expanded;” in general, “it is not the actual sight or 
sound itself that matters, but the reverberations that it makes as it travels through our 
mind,” and “by gathering up and putting together these echoes and fragments that we 
arrive at the true nature of our experience” (E4, pp.363-7). So, “If we try to analyse 
our sensations [in reading De Quincey’s work] we shall find that we are worked upon 
as if by music – the senses are stirred rather than the brain. The rise and fall of the 
sentence immediately soothes us to a mood and removes us to a distance in mind 
which the near fades and detail is extinguished” (SCR, p.133).  
 
The same can be applied to Woolf’s own work. Therefore, while De Quincey appeals 
to “Impassioned Prose,” Woolf anticipates in “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” (“The 
Narrow Bridge of Art”) (1927) that the novel “will clasp to its breast the precious 
prerogatives of the democratic art of prose; its freedom, its fearlessness, its flexibility,” 
and at the same time have “the power of music, the stimulus of light, the effect on us 
the shape of trees or the play of colour, the emotions bred in us by crowds, the 
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obscure terrors and hatreds which come so irrationally in certain places or from 
certain people, the delight of movement, the intoxication of wine” (E4, pp.436-9). The 
interplay between music, light, colour, sound, emotion, movement, intoxication, and 
so on, brings us back to the world of Baudelaire’s “Correspondances” where “Les 
parfums, les conleurs et les sons se répondent,” “Vaste comme la nuit et comme la 
clarté.”  
 
So far, by hearing the sound of the sea, we have heard the rhythm of the waves, the 
rhythm of the light, the rhythm of the irrational pulse, and the rhythm of sounds of 
unidentifiable origins, mainly through Mrs Ramsay in “The Window.” But does this 
mean Woolf identifies herself with her character since we find many correspondences 
between her own experience and that of the character? The answer should be negative, 
since we know Mrs Ramsay is modeled on Woolf’s own mother Julia Stephen, a 
typical representative of Victorian womanhood, the perfect model of the “Angel in the 
House” whom Woolf vows to kill by flinging an inkpot at her and claims, “Killing the 
Angel in the House was part of the occupation of a woman writer” (Moth, p.238). As 
a modern professional writer, Woolf recoiled from Victorian notions of womanhood.  
 
Then, how shall we hear the sound of waves which are both existent in her own diary 
and her fictive writing? One way is to follow Hoffman’s perspective to think that the 
scene of reading “may move the reader to think about the significance of reading 
itself,” which functions as a kind of structural frame (like the Window for the figure 
of Mrs Ramsay), that it “frames experience and so turns it into art,” and “[t]his is the 
experience of art to which we as readers are given access” (p.191). Likewise, we 
argue that the sound of the sea may move the reader to think about the significance of 
sound itself and the act of hearing, which also functions as a kind of structural 
(auditory) frame that frames our experience of hearing and turns it into art, especially 
that it functions a kind of chorus sounding in the background, but with its auditory 
presence prevalent, leading to an access to the soundscape of synesthesia.  
 
At the end of writing The Waves (a novel surfaces like “a fin in the waste of water” as 
Woolf is writing the last pages of To the Lighthouse), Woolf writes in her diary 
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(February 7th, 1931): “I mean that I have netted that fin in the waste of water which 
appeared to me over the marshes out of my window at Rodmell when I was coming to 
an end of To the Lighthouse. // What interests me in the last stage was the freedom 
and boldness with which my imagination picked up, used and tossed aside all the 
images, symbols which I had prepared. I am sure that this is the right way of using 
them – not in set pieces, as I had tried at first, coherently, but simply as images, never 
making them work out; only suggest. Thus I hope to have kept the sound of the sea 
and the birds, dawn and garden subconsciously present, doing their work under 
ground” (D4, pp.10-1). If this principle of “never making them work out; only suggest” 
and “doing their work under ground” works for The Waves, it should also work for To 
the Lighthouse (though the two novels are written several years apart) in principle. 
The sounds do not work themselves out (the character could not identify their exact 
origins), but exist there mysteriously, like the ever-present chorus in the background, 
“doing their work under ground.” However, the underground work of the sound of the 
sea does not end here in “The Window.” Instead, it continues to work in the rest parts 
of the novel, and more importantly, it is intertwined with another sound, the sound of 
mourning that is ever heard in the genre of elegy.  
 
On September 5th of 1926, Woolf notes: “The lyric portions of To the Lighthouse are 
collected in the 10-year lapse and don’t interfere with the text so much as usual. I feel 
as if it fetched its circle pretty completely this time; and I don’t feel sure what the 
stock criticism will be. Sentimental? Victorian?” (D3, pp.106-7); and again on 
September 13th: “I go in dread of ‘sentimentality.’ Is the whole theme open to that 
charge?” (D3, p.110). Of all such worries, from the very beginning Woolf had had 
“[t]he word ‘sentimental’ [stuck] in [her] gizzard. […] this theme may be sentimental; 
father and mother and child in the garden; the death; the sail to the Lighthouse” (D3, 
p.36). But why? Melissa F. Zeiger’s (1997) argument may shed some enlightenment. 
In Beyond Consolation: Death, Sexuality, and the Changing Shapes of Elegy, Zeiger 
points out, “Mourning has been women’s work since at least classical antiquity. 
Perhaps for that reason, it has definitively not been men’s work” (p.12). The 
exclusivity of mourning to women puts forward the question of sexuality, which is 
also a major concern in Woolf’s novel.  
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Mourning, together with its associated emotion of being “sentimental,” is tagged with 
concepts like femininity, weakness, or irrationality since antiquity, as Zeiger quotes 
from G. W. Pgman III: “[t]he bereaved are likely to feel – and be made to feel – that 
their grief reveals their irrationality, weakness, inadequate self-control, and impiety” 
(pp.12-3). By contrast, the “denial of loss, grief, and fear” is “constitutive of 
masculinity and of social order” (Zeiger, p.13). In “Feminism and Deconstruction: 
Re-Constructing the Elegy” (1986), Celeste M. Schenck similarly claims, “[t]he 
funeral elegy is, from its inception in the poetry of Theocritus and his followers, Bion 
and Moschus, a resolutely patriarchal genre: a song sung over the bier of a friend-
forebear in order both to lay the ancestor to rest and to seize the pipes of pastoral 
poetry from his barely cold hands,” so it “excludes the feminine from its perimeter 
except as muse principle or attendant nymph” (p.13). If elegy is “a resolutely 
patriarchal genre,” why does Woolf want to supplant her novel with the genre, though 
at the same time worrying about being potentially “sentimental”?  
 
For this question, Karen Smythe (1992) instructively suggests, “Woolf’s response […] 
was to experiment with the genre of elegy” (p.64). In “To the Lighthouse: The Novel 
as Elegy” (1986), Peter Knox-Shaw claims, “Basically, […] To the Lighthouse 
corresponds to an essential feature of the genre. This becomes evident when we 
reflect that the elegist has, as a rule, three functions to perform: he offers a life of the 
departed; he records the impact of death; he returns to the present, finally, with 
renewed affirmation” (p.33). If we review Woolf’s design for the novel, “father and 
mother and child in the garden; the death; the sail to the Lighthouse,” each part 
corresponds to the subject matter of the three sections, “The Window,” “Time Passes,” 
and “The Lighthouse.” However, does the novel-elegy really end with a “renewed 
affirmation” as expected? In “We Perished Each Alone: ‘The Castaway’ and To the 
Lighthouse” (1989), Roger D. Lund doubts, “‘Elegy’ is perhaps too strong a word,” 
and perhaps “the novel is too vibrant, too celebratory to be called tragic,” especially 
regarding the Ramsays’ arrival at the Lighthouse and “Lily’s joyous completion of her 
painting” in the end (pp.85-91). Such ambivalence adds the complexity of the nature 
of the novel as an “Elegy,” as Louis Kronenberger (1975) notes, “the novel ends on ‘a 
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meaningless minor note which conveys the feeling that one has not quite arrived 
somewhere” (qtd. in Lund, p.91). This “meaningless minor note” refers to the 
confusing stroke that Lily makes at the end of the novel.  
 
Besides, the Lighthouse at which the Ramsays finally arrive is reduced from its 
mythic status to something all too real: “So it was like that, James thought, the 
Lighthouse one had seen across the bay all these years; it was a stark tower on a bare 
rock. It satisfied him. It confirmed some obscure feeling of his about his own 
character” (TL, p.165). The “satisfaction” from the stark image of the Lighthouse thus 
contradicts with the traditional elegiac consolation that is “to induce the bereaved to 
suppress grief” (Zeiger, p.13), to evade the stereotypical feminine sentimentality and 
to advocate rational masculinity. Further, the “meaningless minor note” dilutes the 
“joyous” atmosphere that envelopes Lily’s artistic completion. If we return to the 
question why Woolf is worried about being sentimental, it is not that she means to 
assimilate herself to the discourse of masculinity by avoiding sentimentality, as she 
notes in her diary: “I doubt that any theme [sentimentality] is in itself good or bad” 
(D3, p.110). In other words, sentimentality is not itself attached to femininity, but 
enforced (in the masculine discourse). Besides, the stark “satisfaction” and the 
meaningless stroke in Woolf’s novel actually deny the masculine elegiac convention.   
 
Notably, in order to introduce the subject of deconstructing and re-constructing the 
convention of elegy, Schenck actually quotes from Woolf’s The Waves in the very 
beginning of her article, and argues, for the female elegist “nothing that has been said 
meets our case” (p.13). The fuller text of the quotation in The Waves goes: 
 
Behold, then, the blue madonna streaked with tears. This is my funeral service. 
We have no ceremonies, only private dirges and no conclusions, only violent 
sensations, each separate. Nothing that has been said meets our case. We sit in 
the Italian room at the National Gallery picking up fragments. I doubt that 
Titian ever felt this rat gnaw. Painters live lives of methodical absorption, 
adding stroke to stroke. (W, p.111) 
 
125  
Though the focus here is not on The Waves, the quotation’s attachments to the funeral 
service, the elegiac ceremonies, the (private) dirges and the painters’ lives by “adding 
stroke to stroke” are all related substantially. As Smythe suggests, if in elegy “nothing 
that has been said meets our case,” then Woolf’s response is “to experiment with the 
genre of elegy.” Though the “epiphanic moment” (the moment of revelation “when 
the non-sense of loss and grief begins to be replaced by some sense, or intellectual 
acceptance of death”), which points to the closure and consolation in the traditional 
elegy, does occur in Woolf’s fiction, it otherwise points to a consolation without a 
closure in the latter’s case. As the characters sit in the room “picking up fragments,” 
Woolf also experiments on the elegiac conventions “contextualizing them within the 
formal aesthetic concerns of the fragment” (Smythe, p.67). In order to illustrate his 
point, Smythe quotes a passage from “The Mark on the Wall”: 
 
Everybody follows somebody […] and the great thing is to know who follows 
whom […] let that, so Nature counsels, comfort you instead of enraging you; 
and if you can’t be comforted, if you must shatter this hour of peace, think of 
the mark on the wall. (qtd. in Smythe, p.68) 
 
The epiphanic moment, the hour of peace, is “replaced by thoughts of the mark, the 
sign;” the “pastoral convention of using nature’s continuity to console is subverted by 
the rhetorical questions, confusion and cynicism of the intrusive speaker at the end of 
the fragment, who reductively identifies the mark on the wall as a snail;” thus, the 
mark, the sign, becomes the “modernist’s version of elegiac consolation” (Smythe, 
p.68). However, Smythe adds, the mark (sign) is in itself forever “a break in presence” 
(as Derrida puts forward) in which “death” has been structurally inscribed; in other 
words, the elegiac mark (sign) is “a rhetorical cue,” which “marks the absence of the 
lost addressee,” and provides “the value or effect of transcendentality [which] is 
linked necessarily to the possibility of writing and of ‘death’ analyzed in this way,” so 
that consolation can be achieved only through language itself (qtd. in Smythe, p.68). 
Following this pattern, Lily’s final stroke is that elegiac mark through which 
consolation is to be meditated permanently, but not concluded in a permanent 
transcendence. In Smythe’s words, “Lily’s painting is a paradigmatic elegy, and the 
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line drawn is an iterable mark [a future ‘mark on the wall’], a sign that produces 
thought. […] Lily as elegist has succeeded Mrs. Ramsay, developing an aesthetic of 
fixity, of memorization: Mrs. Ramsay said ‘Life stand still here,’ and, remembering 
this, Lily thinks that ‘she owed this revelation to her’” (p.74): 
 
What is the meaning of life? That was all – a simple question; one that tended 
to close in on one with years. The great revelation had never come. The great 
revelation perhaps never did come. Instead there were little daily miracles, 
illuminations, matches struck unexpectedly in the dark; here was one. This, 
that, and the other; herself and Charles Tansley and the breaking wave; Mrs 
Ramsay bringing them together; Mrs Ramsay saying ‘Life stand still here’; 
Mrs Ramsay making of the moment something permanent (as in another 
sphere Lily herself tried to make of the moment something permanent) – this 
was of the nature of a revelation. In the midst of chaos there was shape; this 
external passing and flowing […] was stuck into stability. Life stand still here, 
Mrs Ramsay said. “Mrs Ramsay! Mrs Ramsay!” she repeated. She owed this 
revelation to her. (TL, p.133) 
 
In some sense, this calling of “Mrs Ramsay” is equivalent to that meaningless stroke 
on the canvas. “Mrs Ramsay” seems to have no substantial meaning here, though on 
the literal level it is Lily’s mourning for her “adoptive” mother, trying to revive her 
from the dead blankness of the past. But “the revelation perhaps did never come,” 
except for some “little daily miracles”: this, that, the other, and the breaking waves. 
Again, the sound of the waves was revived. In other words, at the precise moment of 
mourning, or looking for revelation, the sound (rhythm) of the sea is heard. In fact, if 
we observe further, the sound of the sea, the rhythm of the waves, is always heard 
while Lily is painting, through which she is at the same time mourning. This point of 
connection is important for it finally addresses the question of how Woolf units the 
sound of the sea and the sound of mourning together to create a soundscape of 
synesthetic effect. In his article, Knox-Shaw suggests, “Lily’s painting in ‘The 
Lighthouse’ epitomizes the larger concerns of the novel, and the descriptions of her 
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creative process […] present something by way of an elegiac paradigm. It is from an 
experience of negation that Lily receives the stimulus to create” (p.38).  
 
This idea of “experience of negation” is much to the point, for we see one of the 
problems that disturbes Lily is how to tackle the problem of “space” in terms of her 
painting. Space is a null, a blank, a hollow and a negation. For Lily: 
 
So, lightly and swiftly pausing, striking, she scored her canvas with brown 
running nervous lines which had no sooner settle there can they enclosed (she 
felt it looming out at her) a space. Down in the hollow of one wave she saw 
the next wave towering higher and higher above her. For what could be more 
formidable than that space? (TL, p.131) 
 
Heaven be praised for it, the problem of space remained, she thought, taking 
up her brush again. It glared at her. The whole mass of the picture was poised 
upon that weight. Beautiful and bright it should be on the surface, feathery and 
evanescent, one colour melting into another like the colours on a butterfly’s 
wing; but beneath the fabric must be clamped together with bolts of iron. It 
was to be a thing you could ruffle with your breath; and a thing you could not 
dislodge with a team of horses. And she began to lay on a red, a grey, and she 
began to model her way into the hollow there. At the same time, she seemed to 
be sitting beside Mrs Ramsay on the beach. (TL, p.141) 
 
Once again, the space of the artistic hollow is intertwined with the mourning for Mrs 
Ramsay (another sign of hollowness) and the towering of waves. If we recall Woolf’s 
note of her “State of Mind,” where a strong sense of “Failure” (an irrational pain) is 
accompanied with the horror of spreading waves, then Lily’s anxiety over the glaring 
space might be easier to access. In fact, in a diary entry of 28th September 1926, 
which just follows the note of her “State of Mind,” Woolf has another record of her 
experience of an “Intense depression”: “the depression, I mean, which does not come 
from something definite, but from nothing. ‘Where there is nothing’ the phrase came 
<back> to me, as I sat at the table in the drawing room” (D4, p.111). From the 
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hesitance in her use of the word “back,” we speculate that the sense of “Nothingness” 
must have attacked Woolf quite often. In fact, the exact phrase “Where there is 
nothing” does appear in her diary even three years later.  
 
On 15th June 1929, Woolf notes: 
 
a sense of nothingness rolls about the house; what I call the sense of ‘Where 
there is nothing.” […] Time flaps on the mast. And then I see through 
everything. Perhaps the image ought to have been one that gives an idea of a 
stream becoming thin: of seeing to the bottom. Lytton once said, […] that we 
can only live if we see through illusion […] (it is odd by the way, how small a 
thought is which one cannot express pictorially, as one has been accustomed 
to thinking it: this saying of Lytton’s has always come pictorially, with heat, 
flowers, grass, summer, & myself walking at Kew). (D3, p.233) 
 
Similarly, the “sense of nothingness” haunts the house in To the Lighthouse, and is 
contagiously felt by Woolf’s spokesperson, Lily. As we know, the air of nothingness 
envelops the entire section of “Time Passes,” and “The Lighthouse” explicitly begins 
with Lily’s interrogation, “WHAT does it mean then, what can it all mean? […] For 
really, what did she feel, come back after all these years and Mrs Ramsay dead? 
Nothing, nothing – nothing that she could express at all” (TL, p.121). “Nothingness” 
sets the tone for the rest part of the novel, and is that “space” or “hollow” Lily 
attempts to overcome via her painting.  
 
Lily sets out the terms of the problem: “how could one […] express that emptiness 
there? (She [Lily] was looking at the drawing-room steps; they looked extraordinarily 
empty.) It was one’s body feeling, not one’s mind. […] To want and not to have, sent 
all up her body a hardness, a hollowness, a strain. And then to want and not to have – 
to want and want – how that wrung the heart, and wrung it again and again! Oh Mrs 
Ramsay!” (TL, p.146). How could one express that emptiness? From the diary entry 
we just quoted, one way Woolf is accustomed to is to “express pictorially,” with heat, 
flowers, grass, summer, and herself walking at Kew, which in aesthetic terms is 
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equivalent to what we call the phenomenon of “synesthesia,” in which perfumes, 
colours and sounds correspond. In fact, as Lily models her way into that space of 
hollowness with complex colours, she seems to have sensed the “vision” of “one 
colour melting into another like the colours on a butterfly’s wing,” and heard the 
sound of a team of rushing horses dislodging the bolts of iron. For her, “It was one’s 
body feeling, not one’s mind.” This “bodily” and at the same time “pictorial” way of 
expression makes us think of the concept we have introduced in our previous 
discussion on Mrs Dalloway, that is, the “hieroglyph.”  
 
In Untwisting the Serpent, Albright defines the “hieroglyph” as “a visual sign that 
speaks – an instantaneous grasp of meaning, defying the division between the 
pictorial and the linguistic, between space and time,” and if we examine Lily’s act of 
painting, probably each line she strikes on the canvas can be read as a “hieroglyph,” 
and has that “hieroglyphic” attribute, a distinct image “that is doing the work of 
language: signifying, gesturing, acting as a thought of medium,” but is at the same 
time in “the absence of discursiveness in the Intellectual Realm” (p.40). From the first 
decisive stroke she made: 
 
It flickered brown over the white canvas; it left a running mark. A second time 
she did it – a third time. And so pausing and so flickering, she attained a 
dancing rhythmical movement, as if the pauses were one part of the rhythm 
and the strokes another, and all were related […] so that while her hand 
quivered with life, this rhythm was strong enough to bear her along with it on 
its current. Certainly she was losing consciousness of outer things. […] her 
mind kept throwing up from its depths, scenes, and names, and sayings, and 
memories and ideas, like a fountain spurting over that glaring, hideously 
difficult white space, while she modeled it with greens and blues. (TL, pp.130-
2) 
 
The rhythmical flickering and pausing of Lily’s gesture naturally endows the lines 
with a kind of dancing musicality, and her experience of losing consciousness of the 
outer things rightly attests to Knox-Shaw’s proposition of the “experience of negation.” 
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The hollowness in Lily’s mind reversely becomes the force for fountainous spurting, 
where she justly models with the richness of “greens and blues.” It is important to 
note, the fountain image was once applied to Mrs Ramsay in “The Window,” where 
she was reading the story of the Fisherman’s Wife to James, and was compared to 
“this fountain and spray of life” with “delicious fecundity,” which was in sharp 
contrast to that “fatal sterility of the male [Mr Ramsay],” “like a beak of brass, barren 
and bare” (TL, p.33).  
 
What this connection means to suggest is that Lily’s elegiac “experience of negation” 
is closely connected to that of Mrs Ramsay. While Lily later attributes her momentary 
“revelation” to Mrs Ramsay, her “language” for epiphanic vision is not discursive, but 
“hieroglyphic.” Ellen Tremper’s work on To the Lighthouse is especially valuable in 
this context. In her article (1992), “In Her Father’s House: To the Lighthouse as a 
Record of Virginia Woolf’s Literary Patrimony,” Tremper puts aside the general “pre-
Oedipal recalling of, or fusing with, the absent mother” that “puts a new wrinkle into 
the center-stage role of Mrs. Ramsay while relegating Mr. Ramsay to an even more 
minor part in the drama,” and argues the novel “is about a woman’s development and 
her intellectual and emotional debt to a man” (pp.1-2). Here, the “woman” refers to 
Lily, and the “man” refers to Mr Ramsay. In Tremper’s view, “Mr. Ramsay is not 
only the more important influence on Lily in the novel but the motive force 
responsible for her transformation into a human being and artist of consequence,” 
whereas Mrs. Ramsay, despite her prevailing influence on Lily, “cannot offer, through 
her own model of feminine experience, the analytic and/or phenomenological 
perspective of life,” to validate Lily’s transmutation into an artist (pp.2-10). For 
Tremper, Mrs Ramsay is “unmade”: not only “she is presented through a series of 
failures and negations,” but she fundamentally lacks that “analytic and/or 
phenomenological” mind – which is “her husband’s point of view” – essential for 
Lily’s artistic transformation (pp.7-9). In all, it is Lily’s “tentative and unconscious 
assimilation of a masculine strategy for success, both in language and in life, that 
prefigures and is ultimately responsible for her successful traversal of the dark 
passage from the conception to the actual;” “The sympathy is both Mr. and Mrs. 
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Ramsay’s gift. Notably, though, Lily’s heightened state is rendered in terms of 
attachment to a symbolic patriarchy” (Tremper, p.32).  
 
Tremper’s argument has its merits, but her preference for the spiritual allegiance 
between Lily and Mr Ramsay, and the former’s assimilation into the patriarchy cannot 
be accepted uncritically. Firstly, from our discussion of Woolf’s experiment on the 
“resolutely patriarchal genre” of elegy, Lily’s attachment to the symbolic order of 
patriarchy is cut loose. In addition, while Tremper holds Mrs Ramsay’s “unmade” 
character fails to account for Lily’s artistic success, we argue it is just through this 
“unmade” character that Lily’s artistic “experience of negation” is made possible. As 
Knox-Shaw notes, though Mrs Ramsay undoubtedly is given to represent Victorian 
womanhood, “Mrs Ramsay is never defined by the prescriptions of her world,” and 
particularly, in her obscure “wedge-shaped core of darkness,” “[w]e are led, rather, to 
follow the ways in which she defines herself in relation to received codes” (p.42). Mrs 
Ramsay cannot be a “positive” force for Lily’s creation, and formally should not be. 
She needs to be that elegiac mark, which forever marks an absence in itself. The 
elegiac revelation also rests in that absence, which is transmuted into Lily’s chorus-
like calling of “Mrs Ramsay,” haunting in “The Lighthouse,” and finally chiseled into 
her hieroglyphic stroke of lines on the canvas. Those lines, dancing with the coloured 
rhythm and immersed in that air of nothingness, evoke multitudes of associations and 
erase the boundaries between senses, but formally refuse to be discursively interpreted, 
or analyzed within the symbolic order of patriarchy.   
 
Thus far we have heard the sound of the sea and the sound of mourning in To the 
Lighthouse, and explored how Woolf made use of them to create a soundscape of 
synesthesia. Like the chorus in Greek Tragedy, the sound of the sea is made to do its 
work underground, yet with its aural presence persistently felt. The sound does not 
work itself out, but blurs the boundaries between the outer and the inner, the objective 
and the subjective, and between the senses, inducing the ears to see, the eyes to hear, 
to touch, to taste, or to smell. In a word, it incites the reader’s sonic imagination to 
enter a soundscape of synesthesia where the perfumes, the sounds and the colours 
correspond. Further, Woolf works the sound of the sea with the sound of mourning by 
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experimenting on the conventional genre of elegy. In Woolf’s novel-elegy, the sound 
of mourning is no longer repressed by the patriarchal consolation of spiritual 
transcendence. Rather, the sound of mourning is accompanied by the sound of the sea 
or the rhythm of the waves, which is poignantly intertwined with the irrational bodily 
pain and the intense feeling of Nothingness that inaugurates the artistic “experience of 
negation.” In particular, the elegiac allegiance between the sound of the sea and the 
sound of mourning is manifested through Lily’s elegiac painting whose meaningless 
lines are “enchanted” under her hands to dance rhythmically with a kind of 
“hieroglyphic” musicality. In other words, these lines function like musical 
hieroglyphs, through which the epiphanic “vision” or the soundscape of synesthesia is 
trans-sensationally perceived.  
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Chapter Five 
Point and Sound in the “Silent Land” of The Waves 
 
 
 
When Woolf comes to the last pages of To the Lighthouse, she has a mystic vision of 
“a fin passing far out,” as she notes in her diary (30 September 1926): 
 
One sees a fin passing far out. What image can I reach to convey what I mean? 
Really there is none I think. The interesting thing is that in all my feeling & 
thinking I have never come up against this before. […] All I mean to make is a 
note of a curious state of mind. I hazard the guess that it may be the impulse 
behind another book. At present my mind is totally blank & virgin of books. I 
want to watch & see how the idea at first occurs. I want to trace my own 
process. (D3, p.113) 
 
This premonition of “another book,” inspired by the mystic vision of the “fin,” finally 
turns into The Waves (1931), generally considered to be the most experimental novel 
in her entire oeuvre (the “trace” of its process was protracted, about four years till its 
publication in 1931). The “fin” is sufficiently poignant that Woolf constantly returns 
to it in her diary, “I have never forgotten it, [or] my vision of a fin rising on a wide 
blank sea. No biographer could possibly guess this important fact about my life in the 
late summer of 1926” (D3, p.153). To some extent, Woolf makes herself her own 
biographer through writing The Waves, and makes the “fin” manifest its mysterious 
being in the novel as well, as Bernard (the character who shares the same habit of 
taking notes and making stories as Woolf does in her real life) states in episode seven: 
 
Leaning over this parapet I see far out a waste of water. A fin turns. This bare 
visual impression is unattached to any line of reason, it springs up as one 
might see the fin of a porpoise on the horizon. Visual impressions often 
communicate thus briefly statements that we shall in time to come uncover 
and coax into words. I note under F, therefore, “Fin in a waste of waters.” I, 
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who am perpetually making notes in the margin of my mind for some final 
statement, make this mark, waiting for some winter’s evening. […] “Look 
where she comes against a waste of waters.” A meaningless observation, but 
to me, solemn, slate-coloured, with a fatal sound of ruining worlds and waters 
falling to destruction. (W, pp.135-6) 
 
The last sentence stands out with its solemn meaninglessness, slate colour, and “a 
fatal sound of ruining worlds and waters falling to destruction.” In other words, within 
the mystic vision of the “fin” again is the complex of colour and sound, movement 
and intensity, of meaninglessness and compound feelings of solemnness, fatality, ruin, 
and destruction. This section will follow the metamorphosis of this “fin” of 
complexity in Woolf’s composition of The Waves, and attempt to explore how this 
mysterious vision helps Woolf to create soundscapes with the effect of synesthesia in 
this novel. Notably, in the manuscript the “fin” was originally seen by Rhoda. Given 
the “fin” is of such germinal importance to the novel, Rhoda’s vision of the “fin” in 
the manuscript is quoted almost in full: 
 
I shall keep the sense of Percival relieved of interruption; very still 
magnificent. He has become part of a melody / This is my reality. This is that 
which I reach only comes to me only now & then, that which the dark fin 
which passes far out across the bay; something  - I can just see passing, like a 
dark fin; the fin of some very remote great fish when I am & I see it, too, in a 
landscape sometimes, then I am across the waste of the sea; this is what exists 
is sometimes visible I see for a moment in a landscape. Then the I I am drawn, 
very unwillingly, always through a waste of loneliness, of despair, when 
everything has failed, when I have no existence & that is it is my fate to have 
no existence, no stability, no natural happiness: then I I achieve this solace, for 
a moment some union vision, infinitely grateful to my soul which has its 
solace; with something that am aware am aware of some un existence not 
ours; some presence, being, there in the flat marsh, there in the grey sea; & in 
order to hoard this painful sense, I would sacrifice all my friends; I would 
have no interruption;  
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[…]  
I will indulge myself, today, because Percival is dead, & this is my funeral 
service. […] (And I shall drop my bunch of violets into the surge which the 
ship makes waves which slap impetuously against the pier. That will be my 
ceremony, my dirge.) 
And then feeling the again the loneliness, the fin passing far out at sea, I shall 
in my desire to be taken to that keeping, sense of nothingness, loosen my 
hands unconsciously & let fall into the little waves which break against the 
pier my violets. That will be my ceremony, my token to Percival. (qtd. in 
Graham, p.258) 
 
The excerpt is from the episode in which the reader learns that Percival had died and 
each character gives him their “private dirge.” In the quotation, for Rhoda, the “dead” 
Percival “has become part of a melody,” and “This is [her] reality.” In other words, 
though Percival in the novel is always “absent,” whether he is alive or dead, he 
somehow has a “presence,” that is, as “a melody,” an “aural” being that haunts 
Rhoda’s mind, and more importantly, this “aural” being is her “reality.” In terms of 
the question of “reality,” it is valuable to note a diary entry that Woolf makes (on 11 
October 1929) “in order not to write Waves,” in which she mentions “the feeling of 
the singing of the real world” (D3, p.260). In the diary, we notice what drives Woolf 
to catch that “feeling of the singing of the real world” is an unbearable “silence” that 
“strained & surrounded” her. However, “What I mean by this last word [silence] I 
dont quite know, since I have never stopped ‘seeing’ people […] No; its not physical 
silence; its some inner loneliness […] something like this. How I suffer, & no one 
knows how I suffer, walking up this street, engaged with my anguish, […] alone; 
fighting something alone” (D3, pp.259-60). “Fight, fight,” becomes a motto for 
Woolf, for she senses profoundly “there is vacancy & silence somewhere in the 
machine,” and was determined to fight and combat that vacancy and silence and 
loneliness “from the habitable world” (D3, p.260) by way of singing the “real” world.  
 
This feeling of the unbearable “silence” and the feeling of the singing of the “real” 
world make us recall the modernists’ “passion for the real” and tendency for “sounds 
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that cannot or should not be heard,” “a utopian Silence beyond hearing” that Julian 
Murphet suggests. Thus, the feeling of “silence” and the feeling of “singing” we 
identified in Woolf’s diary constitute an initial access to the hearing (or not hearing) 
of sounds in The Waves. If we compare Woolf’s sense of anguish, loneliness, silence 
and vacancy in her diary with that of Rhoda (a waste of loneliness, despair, no natural 
happiness, no existence) in the novel, we find they share a resemblance. Though we 
cannot always seek a parallel between fictional characters and the author, in this case, 
“the feeling of the singing of the real world” and the sense of Percival as “a melody” 
should be homogenous, especially regarding their common affinity to the object of 
“sound.” Percival occupies a “silent” space, for he never speaks for himself in person 
as the other characters do. However, we must be aware even the other characters do 
not appear “physically” in the conventional sense either, with only their “voices” 
heard throughout (between the interludes). Besides, their “voices” are not quoted 
speech in the normal sense, though ostensibly they are remarked by the phrase, “said 
Bernard (or Jinny, Susan, Neville, and so on),” and with quotation marks, for their 
speeches are not responsive to each other and do not fulfill communicative roles. 
Instead, they are “soliloquies” spoken in the characters’ mind, as Woolf notes, “The 
Waves is I think resolving itself […] into a series of dramatic soliloquies. The thing is 
to keep them running homogenously in & out, in the rhythm of the waves” (D3, 
p.312). Therefore, if we are to hear their “voices,” it is essential that we have to catch 
“the feeling of the singing of the real world,” and to hear the “rhythm” that runs in 
and out of the waves homogenously.  
 
When Woolf decides to transfer the vision of the fin from Rhoda to Bernard in the 
second draft (in episode seven), she makes a note in the margin, “these moments of 
escape // these visions of fins,” under which was another note, “observing the colour” 
(qtd. in Graham, p.615). Though the corresponding paragraph in this episode (episode 
seven) has nothing to do with the act of “observing the colour,” in episode five in the 
published text Bernard is indeed “observing the colour” (whereas Rhoda saw the fin 
in episode five in the manuscript): 
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Here are pictures. Here are cold madonnas among their pillars. Let them lay to 
rest the incessant activity of the mind’s eye, the bandage head, the men with 
ropes, so that I may find something unvisual beneath. Here are gardens; and 
Venus among her flowers; here are saints and blue madonnas. Mercifully these 
pictures make no reference; they do not nudge; they do not point. Thus they 
expand my consciousness of him and bring him back to me differently. I 
remember his beauty. ‘Look, where he comes,’ I said. (W, p.110)  
 
The last sentence “Look, where he comes” somehow echoes “Look where she comes 
against a waste of waters” in episode seven (quoted before), with a little change in the 
personal pronoun from “he” to “she.” In fact, in the manuscript the sentence “‘Look, 
where he comes,’ I said,” is uttered by Neville. The original words are, “you cannot 
destroy my sense of him; my delight; my rapture. Look where he comes, I said: in his 
shabby coat; & so the leaves fall: as if the metal, there in my spine, melted, & fell” 
(qtd. in Graham, p.564). The intricate relationships manifested in the evidence show a 
rather vague sense of subjectivity among the characters, for their thoughts seemed to 
be interchangeable in the fictional context. Importantly, this sense of vagueness or 
ambiguity is also shown in the pictures that Bernard is observing, as he reflects, 
“these pictures make no reference; they do not nudge; they do not point.” The cold 
blue madonnas in these pictures are not identified, but they lure Bernard to find 
“something unvisual beneath.” What can this “something unvisual beneath” be? Will 
it have something to do with that escaped vision of “fin”? And how can we get access 
to that “unvisual beneath,” if we are to follow Woolf’s marginal note by “observing 
the colour” (i.e. the colour blue)? And is it helpful to catch “the feeling of the singing 
of the real world” in Woolf’s novel? 
 
Taking a broader view, the image of “blue madonnas” appears in Woolf’s other works 
as well. For instance, in Orlando (1928), there is an episode where Orlando is looking 
at the sky and musing, “‘The sky is blue,’ he said, ‘the grass is green.’ […] the sky is 
like the veils which a thousand Madonnas have let fall from their hair; and the grass 
fleets and darkens like a flight of girls fleeing the embraces of hairy satyrs from 
enchanted woods. ‘Upon my word,’ he said […], ‘I don’t see that one’s more true 
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than another. Both are utterly false.’” (O, pp.66-7). Here, the colour blue is associated 
with the sky and madonnas’ veils. Besides, it is in comparison with the colour green, 
and intrigues Orlando to think upon the question of “truth” or “reality.” In addition, 
the colours “blue” and “green” seem to have some special attraction to Woolf. Earlier 
in her short fiction collection Monday or Tuesday (1921), she also has a story entitled 
“Blue & Green,” and in the second part “Blue,” the last sentence just ends with “faint 
blue with the veils of madonnas” (CSF, p.142). Though we cannot locate exactly what 
the pictures of blue madonnas are, concerning their general association with the sky 
and the veils, at least it is reasonable to say Woolf has endowed the colour blue with 
an attribute of “transparency” or “ethereality.”  
 
In “Verbal Painting in ‘Blue & Green’ and ‘Monday or Tuesday’” (2004), Kathryn N. 
Benzel makes a comparative reading of the two short stories, and reads colours in the 
stories from Impressionist and Post-Impressionist perspectives. She claims, the two 
stories respectively manifest the thoughts of the two movements in the fine arts, 
especially in terms of their general correspondence in the narrative and the visual 
representation. Particularly, Benzel argues, the representation of Impressionism and 
Post-Impressionism respectively move on two levels, the former horizontal, and the 
latter the combination of horizontal and vertical. When applied to narrative in literary 
writing, on the horizontal level, “readers scan across the surface of the page, noting 
organization through visual repetitions and frames,” and on the vertical level, “readers 
discover the depth of meaning in symbols and metaphors” (Benzel, p.165). Based on 
this knowledge, Benzel argues “‘Blue & Green’ is an example of [the Impressionist] 
surface play where Woolf represents perception through the animation of color,” 
whereas “Monday or Tuesday” is Post-Impressionist for it “represents the process of 
conceptualization as the narrator contemplates the nature of truth” in a more complex 
or vertical way because of its “higher level of abstraction” (pp.165-71).  
 
Benzel’s reading of the Impressionist animation of colours in “Blue & Green” should 
be pertinent. However, like many other scholarly readings, it puts emphasis on the 
“visual” side of the colours, but gives little attention to the “unvisual” part. 
Nonetheless, her comparative reading between the Impressionist “Blue & Green” and 
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the Post-Impressionist “Monday or Tuesday” is stimulating. Unlike “Blue & Green,” 
“Monday or Tuesday” is not a story particularly on “colours.” However, Benzel’s 
attention to the “higher abstraction” in the story, and its comparison with the 
Impressionist way of rendering colours in “Blue & Green” provide us a different way 
of thinking on the “unvisual” part of colours. Though we do not follow Benzel’s 
Impressionist and Post-Impressionist perspectives completely, the attention to the 
“higher abstraction” part is preserved. In the following analysis, we are then going to 
enter the “abstract” realm of Abstract Arts, particularly by drawing on the “inner 
sound” concept proposed by the Russian artist Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), 
which is to help us hear the “inner sounds” in Woolf’s The Waves, and soundscapes in 
general. But before that, we are to introduce Woolf’s essay “Walter Sickert: A 
Conversation” (1934), which has a special relationship to Kandinsky’s concept of 
“inner sound.”  
 
What distinguishes this essay is a statement Woolf makes, “All great writers are great 
colourists, just as they are musicians into the bargain” (E6, p.44). The juxtaposition of 
writers, colourists and musicians indicates Woolf puts equal merit on the value of 
colour and sound. However, perhaps because the essay is about a painter and his 
paintings, the majority of criticism focuses on the former part of this statement, that is, 
“All great writers are great colourists,” while neglecting the latter part, “just as they 
are musicians into the bargain.” In other words, the element of “sound” is usually 
overlooked. It is interesting to note, the essay on a painter and painting in general is 
entitled “Walter Sickert: A Conversation.” The apposition “A Conversation” anyway 
highlights the “aural” quality (more than the “visual”) of the essay. Yet, as Jacqueline 
Gaillet Thayer (1977) points out, in the essay “Woolf first obeys the rule of silence 
and does not identify her subjects according to her labels. Never do we read words 
such as aesthetic emotion, form, Impressionsim, and Post-Impressionism, the 
concepts and art movements on which the essay focuses” (p.7). In the statement, the 
“rule of silence” points to the “aural” as well, though ostensibly “silence” is of no 
sound. But more specifically, this “rule of silence” refers to an important concept that 
Woolf mentions in the essay, that is, the “silent land” or the “zone of silence in the 
middle of every art” (E6, pp.39, 43).  
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This “silence” is different from that “silence” Woolf talks of in her diary (that is, 
“silence” as “loneliness”), but points to a “sunny margin where the arts flirt and joke 
and pay each other compliments,” and particularly, in the “silent kingdom of paint” of 
Walter Sickert, it is shaped like “a scooped-out space filled curiously with the curves 
of fiddles, bowler hats, and shirt fronts converging into a pattern with a lemon-
coloured splash in the centre” (E6, p.45). In all, in that “zone of silence,” one has an 
“extraordinarily satisfying” experience; “Yet the description is so formal, so 
superficial, that we can hardly force our lips to frame it” (E6, p.45). For this 
inexpressible yet “distinct, powerful and satisfactory” emotion, Woolf inquires, “what 
sort of meaning is that which cannot be expressed in words?” and “[w]hat is picture 
when it has rid itself of the companionship of language and music?” (E6, p.45). In the 
essay, Woolf’s inquisition of the “inexpressible” naturally leads her to the pursuit for 
“synthesis” among arts, though alternatively she uses a different word “hybrid” to 
refer to those “making raids into the lands of others,” and claims, “Sickert may be is 
among the hybrids, the raiders” (E6, p.45).  
 
In her PhD thesis “Virginia Woolf: From Impressionism to Abstract Art” (1977), 
Thayer suggests the concept of “silent land” is essential to understanding Woolf’s 
artistic endeavor to achieve the realm of “hybrid.” Based on this view, she compares 
Woolf’s “hybrid” vision in the silent land to the “nonfigurative” vision of Abstract 
Arts. Nonfigurative is the opposite of the figurative which represents the objects or 
reality externally as a kind of materialist or realist “copy.” By contrast, nonfigurative 
arts aim to capture and recreate an “internal resonance” via “non-optical” ways, in 
Paul Klee’s words, “The object grows beyond its appearance through the knowledge 
that the thing is more than its outward aspect suggests. […] there are other ways of 
looking into the objects and create […] a resonance surpassing all optical foundations.  
There is the non-optical way of intimate physical contact, earthbound, that reaches the 
eye of the artist from below, and there is the non-optical contact through the cosmic 
bond that transcends from above” (qtd. in Thayer, p.39). This “non-optical” from both 
below and above reminds us of Bernard’s pursuit for the “unvisual.”  
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Thayer argues, “[i]t is this resonance, which, in surpassing all means of expression, 
challenges the barriers between the art forms and brings together Woolf’s ‘silent 
land’” and the Abstract Arts (p.39). In fact, in Kandinsky’s theoretical context, this 
“internal resonance” has another name called “inner sound.” Thayer also mentions the 
concept in her thesis. However, she does not elaborate it in much detail, except for a 
sketchy statement that “The ‘inner sound’ is a quality of the means which, as it 
expresses itself, exercises various effects on the human psyche” (p.46). Even though 
the statement captures the core of the concept pertinently, the sketchy way of making 
use of it nonetheless downplays the “aural” value that Kandinsky thinks highly of in 
his theoretical writings. As Jerome Ashmore (1977) suggests, “For Kandinsky, the 
being of sound […] is ultimate,” and “sound is indeed his sovereign concept” (p.333). 
Considering the “sovereign” position of sound for Kandinsky, we are therefore going 
to re-evaluate the concept of “inner sound” by putting it into play with the discourse 
of Sound Studies, where its “aural” orientation can help us understand the concept 
better.  
 
In “Sound in Kandinsky’s Painting” (1977), Ashmore makes a general review of the 
concept of “inner sound” based on Kandinsky’s major writings. She points out, “The 
question of sound […] arose from Kandinsky’s great interest in the ultimate state of 
the universe which he assumed was, at least in part, spiritual. He saw this spiritual 
side as being manifested chiefly by vibrations as in sound and made this conclusion 
the center of his thought” (p.330). In many of his writings, Kandinsky emphasizes the 
essential state of sound to manifest the spirit of the universe, and in many cases his 
dictions are “aural.” For him, the world sounds and resounds, and “nothing is mute” 
(qtd. in Ashmore, p.333). His obsession with sound can be traced back to his early 
childhood experience. In Reminiscences (1913), Kandinsky recalls, “[s]ometimes I 
could hear the hiss of the colours as they mingled. It was an experience such as one 
might hear in the mysterious kitchens of the arcane alchemists” (p.372). However, 
Ashmore notes, though Kandinsky “can offer an assumption that the manifestation of 
the nonmaterial realm is sound,” “he cannot account for a crystallization of what is 
nonmaterial into something material,” and “recognizes the theoretical difficulty in his 
position” (p.331). Indeed, for mysterious experiences like hearing sounds in arcane 
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alchemists’ kitchens, “[t]o clarify that metamorphosis, reason and observation are 
helpless;” and “[o]n this point Kandinsky is not precise and his rhetoric further 
beclouds the question;” “when he presents a theory, it usually is not developed 
clearly,” and “[h]is style is abrupt and murky” (Ashmore, p.331).  
 
It is true that in Kandinsky’s writings, the terms for the “inner sound” concept are 
multiple and not always consistent. For instance, Ashmore observes, “Inner necessity 
was a primary concept of On the Spiritual in Art, but was not mentioned in Point and 
Line to Plane. Vibration (vibration) and Seelenvibration (vibration of the soul) are 
terms used in On the Spiritual in Art, but are entirely absent in Point and Line to 
Plane, which contains an abundance of references to sound, always as Klang, never as 
Vibration” (p.334). Besides, while Kandinsky took “sound” as “the identifying mark” 
for the spiritual, he somehow places himself in “a physical-spiritual impasse,” for 
“presumably sound is physical in origin and identified by tangible, measurable 
vibrations” (Ashmore, p.334). As to this “physical-spiritual impasse,” we can seek 
some support from the theories of Sound Studies. In fact, if we observe carefully, this 
“physical-spiritual impasse” is a result of the ocularcentric paradigm of thinking that 
emphasizes the absolute division between mind and body, spiritual and physical. Yet, 
the essence of Sound Studies locates the sonic imagination (auditory perception) in an 
anti-ocularcentric position, instead promoting an aurally synthetic access to the 
interpretation of the world by rejecting the polarized, hierarchical thinking of 
ocularcentrism. Thus, we come to the concept of “audiovision” and synesthesia.   
 
If we put Kandinsky’s “inner sound” theory into the discourse of Sound Studies, the 
physical-spiritual impasse naturally dissolves and we turn to focus on its implied 
concept of “synthesis.” In fact, while Kandinsky makes great effort to elaborate the 
concept of “inner sound,” he at the same time advocates the idea of “synthesis,” or 
“Great Synthesis” as he calls. He writes: 
 
We are born under the sign of synthesis. We – men on this earth. All the paths 
we trod until today divorced from one another, have become one path, on 
which we march united – whether we want to or not. The walls that hid these 
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paths from one another have fallen. All is revealed. Everything trembles and 
shows its Inner Face. The dead has become living […] Synthesis, which 
“today” controls everything, which chosen to create the new world and is 
already creating it, replaces the words “either-or” with the conclusive and 
decisive word “and.” (Kandinsky Complete Writings on Art, pp.479, 485. 
emphasis in original) 
 
“Either-or” is replaced by “and.” In other words, it is not an exclusive choice between 
“face” (visual) and “sound” (aural), but an inclusive combination between the visual 
and the aural, an audiovision, or “Great Synthesis.” In Reminiscences, Kandinsky 
recalls an important moment that has great influence on the genesis of the idea of 
“Great Synthesis,” that is, attending Wagner’s Lohengrin. He writes in his memoir, 
“Lohengrin […] seemed to me the complete realization of that Moscow. The violins, 
the deep tones of the basses, and especially the wind instruments at that time 
embodied for me all the power of that pre-nocturnal hour. I saw all my colors in my 
mind; they stood before my eyes. Wild, almost crazy lines were sketched in front of 
me. I did not dare use the expression that Wagner had painted ‘my hour’ musically” 
(p.364). This “pre-nocturnal hour” alludes to another moment “which always was and 
remains the most beautiful hour of the Moscow day” in his life: 
 
The sun dissolves the whole of Moscow into a single spot, which, like a wild 
tuba, sets all one’s soul vibrating. No, this red fusion is not the most beautiful 
hour! It is only the final chord of the symphony, which brings every color 
vividly to life, which allows and forces the whole of Moscow to resound like 
the fff of a giant orchestra. Pink, lilac, yellow, white, blue, pistachio green of 
the grass, the deeper tremolo of the trees, the singing snow with its thousand 
voices, or the allegretto of the bare branches, the red, stiff, silent ring of the 
Kremlin walls, and above, towering over everything, like a shout of triumph, 
like a self-oblivious hallelujah, the long, white, graceful, serious line of the 
Bell Tower of Ivan the Great. And upon this tall, tense neck, stretched up 
toward heaven in eternal yearning, the golden head of the cupola, which 
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among the golden and colored starts of the other cupolas, is Moscow’s sun. 
(p.360) 
 
The description of the sunset is fabulous. As one reads, one feels deeply immersed in 
a symphonic world, or “the music of the spheres” as Kandinsky would call later in 
Reminiscences. Indeed, the atmosphere is like “a thundering collision of different 
worlds that are destined in and through conflict to create that new world called the 
work. Technically, every work of art comes into being in the same way as the cosmos 
– by means of catastrophes, which ultimately create out of the cacophony of the 
various instruments that symphony we call the music of the spheres” (p.373). In 
Wagner’s Lohengrin, Kandinsky seems to have entered that “music of the spheres,” 
and decides “painting could develop just such powers as music possesses” (p.364). 
The evidence indicates the close affinity between Kandinsky’s “Great Synthesis” and 
Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk. However, he does not copy Wagner mechanically, and 
his deviation from Wagner is obvious in his “On Stage Composition” (1914).  
 
In this essay, Kandinsky explicitly points out Wagner makes a mistake to establish 
only external connections among plots, movement and music in his Gesamtkunstwerk 
model. He argues, “These forms are only mechanical reproductions (not internal 
parallel effects) of purposeful actions in the plot,” so that “[o]n the one hand Wagner 
increased the effect of one method, and on the other hand he decreased the inner sense, 
the purely artistic inner meaning, of the auxiliary method” (The Blaue Reiter Almanac, 
p.196). In other words, Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk does not enhance the intensity of 
“inner sound”; reversely, it decreases it or even drowns it by its external noise, an 
experience quite opposite to the magic moment he describes in Reminiscences. 
Dissatisfied with Wagner’s materialist Gesamtkunstwerk model, Kandinsky thus puts 
forward his own Gesamtkunstwerk in “On Stage Composition,” in which the external 
connections are obliterated, and “the inner necessity becomes the only source,” with 
three elements, colour, movement (physical-psychical sound) and sound, as external 
methods to serve the “inner value” in equal terms (pp.201-6). R. J. Cardullo (2017) 
thus illustrates Kandinsky’s revised Gesamtkunstwerk model:  
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[Kandinsky] rejects the governing triad of realistic drama – psychology, 
causality, and morality or providentiality – and creates instead his own 
formula in which the causal-motivational relationships among characters and 
events are governed by the internal or subjective causality contained in sound, 
movement, and color. Kandinsky’s formula does not deny the presence of 
characters and objects onstage; their presence, however, serves a purpose 
different from the one it would serve in a realist play. Psycho-physical 
movement replaces verbal communication, and the word as a carrier of 
meaning ceases to exist: the same word, repeated frequently and disconnected 
from other words, loses its meaning and turns into pure sound. Character 
becomes abstract when thus deprived of verbal grounding as well as rational 
connectivity. A character’s actions and physical movements can then be 
comprehended only by relating them to the “inner sounds” of music and color. 
(p.8) 
 
Based on the rules, Kandinsky actually writes a play “The Yellow Sound” (1912), 
which can be said a “materialization” of his Gesamtkunstwerk theory (though he does 
not manage to have the play performed because of the breakout of WWI). As the title 
indicates, it is colour and sound that dominate the play. On the whole, the play is 
composed of a prelude and six Pictures. However, each Picture does not tell any 
dramatic stories. Rather, they are more as detailed illustration of stage compositions, 
suggesting the use of colour, light, sound, music, movement, position, etc., and the 
supposed dramatic effect they meant to produce. There are no logical connections or 
dramatic developments in the play, and one only encounters a group nondescript 
characters, five giants, vague creatures, people in flowing robes, people in tights, etc., 
moving in and out of the stage and making confusing gestures. There is a chorus in 
the backstage and an orchestra offstage, singing obscurely in unidentifiable voices or 
singing without words. Just as Kandinsky proposes in “On Stage Composition,” the 
word is only used to “create a certain ‘atmosphere’ that frees the soul and makes it 
receptive,” and the sound of human voice is “used pure, i.e. without being obscured 
by words, or by the meaning of words” (p.206). The verbal aspect is almost absent, 
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with only a few exceptions, for instance in Picture 2, the people in flowing robes are 
reciting some words in uneven voices: 
 
The flowers cover everything, cover everything, cover everything. 
Shut your eyes! Shut your eyes! 
We are looking. We are looking. 
Cover conception with innocence. 
Open your eyes! Open your eyes! 
Gone. Gone. (p.217) 
 
The lines have no sensible connections with activities on the stage. Even within the 
lines, contradictions and repetitions dominate, rather than meanings. In all, the 
audience is required to “find [their] own connection to, and within, the work,” and has 
“inner vibrations” invoked by the interconnections among colour, sound and 
movement (Cardullo, p.9). Notably, around the same time he writes “The Yellow 
Sound,” Kandinsky writes a series of prose poems that are collected and published in 
an album called Sounds (1912). According to Kenneth C. Lindsay and Peter Vergo 
(1982), Kandinsky “initially conceived of the album as a ‘musical’ publication,” and 
the idea of “juxtaposition of woodcuts and poems” is meant to create “a kind of 
‘synthetic’ unity” (p.291). As in “The Yellow Sound,” in Sounds, Kandinsky is also 
fascinated with the effect of the “pure” sound, shown in his frequent use of repetitions 
and nonsensical interruptions (like the use of suspension points, etc.), which divorce 
words from their meanings, and suspend readers’ logical perception, in Lindsay and 
Vergo’s words, “the gulf between sound and sense is clearly apparent” (pp.291-2). 
 
Truly, if we pick up one poem “See,” though visually entitled, we seem to be more 
aurally oriented by the “white crack” sound cracking throughout the poem, as the 
lines go, “White crack after white crack. // And after this white crack another white 
crack.// And in this white crack a white crack. In every white crack a white crack” 
(p.297). Besides this forced aural “besiege,” the element of movement is amply used 
in the colours, as we read from the first line, “Blue, blue, rose up, rose up, and fell. // 
Sharp, thin whistled and pressed in, but could not prick through. // There was a 
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droning in every corner. // Fat brown hung seemingly for all eternity. // Seemingly. 
Seemingly. // You must stretch your arms out wider. // Wider. Wider. // And you must 
cover your face with a red cloth. […] It just won’t do that you can’t see the opaque: 
the opaque is just where it is. // And that’s how it all starts …………………................ 
………………………There was a crash ………………” (pp.297-8). Blue, brown, red, 
with their rising and falling, whistling and droning, pricking and pressing, hanging 
and stretching, seem to have “drowned” us with their “droning” vibrations from every 
corner. And the “opaque” spreads over us like mist. Then in that opaque semi-
transparency, followed by a long series of suspension points, we hear a sudden “crash,” 
after which a few more suspension points continue, just like the faint wake as the 
crash sound disappears in naught.  
 
To use suspension point as interruption is quite common in Kandinsky’s poems. In 
Point and Line to Plane (1926), Kandinsky has a detailed explanation over the nature 
of point. He argues, “In geometry, the point is an invisible entity. It must, therefore, 
be defined as a nonmaterial being. Thought of in material terms, the point resembles a 
naught;” however, in this naught “are concealed various ‘human qualities,’” that is, in 
our imagination the geometric point is “the ultimate and most singular combination of 
silence and speech” (p.538). For Kandinsky, only in this dialectic way of thinking 
should we hear the “inner sound” of point. Otherwise, its “inner sound” would be 
drowned by its total subjection to material, practical purposes. If the point is “mute,” 
it is “a result of their one-sided language” for “such customary phenomena” (p.539). 
Thus, Kandinsky argues, “if we gradually divorce the point from the narrow sphere of 
customary activity, its inner qualities – silent until now – take on an increasingly 
powerful sound,” and “[t]hese qualities – inner tensions – emerge one after another 
from the depths of its being, emitting radiant force;” a dead point would become alive 
by shedding off the shackle of “practical-purposive” materialism (pp.540-1).  
 
In order to illustrate his view, he gives us an example in which a point is placed at 
different positions in the same sentence: Today I am going to the cinema. // Today I 
am going. To the cinema // Today I. Am going to the Cinema (p.540). In this example, 
we see the point functions as a punctuation (a full stop) to end the speech in the first 
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case. In the second case, the point is moved into the sentence to make an interruption, 
which somehow stresses the destination – “To the cinema,” so that it is still purposive 
and comprehensible. In the third case, the point is moved to a place that does not 
make any sense, and may be even thought as a “misprint”; however, as “the purely 
alogical form comes to the fore,” “[t]he inner value of the point flickers forth for an 
instant,” though “immediately extinguished” (pp.540-1). To further this instant of 
flickering, Kandinsky presents another example. He moves the point “outside the 
sequential chain of the sentence,” and makes it stand as an independent entity with “a 
larger empty space around it,” so the point is completely “divorced from its practical, 
purposive state” that “its sound can resonate;” as the size of the point and the empty 
space around it increases, its sound grew in “clarity and strength,” whereas “the sound 
of the writing” is diminished, or even drowned by the sound of the point (p.541).  
 
In order to have its “inner sound” heard, the point must be “emancipated from the 
tyranny of the practical-purposive,” and become an independent entity (pp.541-2). As 
Ashmore points out, for Kandinsky, the point is “the condition for existence of all 
forms” (p.333). Indeed, the point is the basic access to Kandinsky’s spiritual or 
abstract world, and makes the idea of “Great Synthesis” possible, because all physical 
things, if reduced to a point (nonmaterial naught), “will disappear and that what 
remains will be plastic elements in a pure state and, under the talent of the artist, 
amenable to revelation as sounds, movements, rhythms, and emotional transports 
which give to each [work of art] its particular resonance” (Ashmore, p.333). As to this 
idea of dissolving, Kandinsky has a vivid description in Reminiscences, “A scientific 
event removed one of the most important obstacles from my path. This was the 
further division of the atom. The collapse of the atom was equated, in my soul, with 
the collapse of the whole world. Suddenly, the stoutest walls crumbled. Everything 
became uncertain, precarious and insubstantial. I would not have been surprised had a 
stone dissolved into thin air before my eyes and become invisible” (p.364).  
 
Notably, the scientific evidence (division of atom) that supports Kandinsky’s “aural” 
vision of point corresponds to the modern science that Steven Connor uses to support 
his synthetic concept of audiovision, in which the element of “sound” is taken as the 
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“privileged figure of sensory interchange” because of its “traversal and transference” 
nature (see Chapter 1). In the following analysis, we are going to access the “aural” 
world of The Waves via the “point” in terms of Kandinsky’s “inner sound” theory. 
Especially, we are to compare the novel with Kandinsky’s works (mainly “The 
Yellow Sound” and Sounds) according to his Gesamtkunstwerk colour-sound-
movement triad. We argue, though The Waves does not follow the principles of 
Kandinsky’s Gesamtkunstwerk in every sense, the abstract way of using colour and 
making use of point/sound as the “arms of understanding” help Woolf to create a 
synesthetic soundscape like a giant symphony in The Waves, and catch “the feeling of 
the singing of the real world.” In this symphonic soundscape, the walls of the mind 
become thin and transparent. Separate identities or subjectivities are dissolved in the 
sounding silence or the roaring of various sounds. In all, each word, each colour, each 
point is sounding, not in the conventional sense, but sounding abstractly outside the 
logical chain of narrative, into the “unheard,” “unvisual” underneath, and the complex 
combinations of points, colours, sounds, and psycho-physiological movements, and 
other elements.  
 
 
On 28 November 1928, Woolf writes in her diary: 
 
As for my next book […] what I want now to do is to saturate every atom. I 
mean to eliminate all waste, deadness, superfluity: to give the moment whole; 
whatever it includes. Say that the moment is a combination of thought; 
sensation; the voice of the sea. Waste, deadness, come from the inclusion of 
things that dont belong to the moment; this appalling narrative business of the 
realist […] The poets succeeding by simplifying: practically everything is left 
out. I want to put practically everything in; yet to saturate. That is what I want 
to do in The Moths. It must include nonsense, fact, sordidity: but made 
transparent. (D3, pp.209-10) 
 
The “atomic” view in this statement brings Woolf close to the “point” view of 
Kandinsky. Similarly to Kandinsky, Woolf is fed up with the “nightmare of 
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materialism,” and is keen to catch “the feeling of the singing of the real world.” Not at 
all coincidentally, this profound feeling of singing corresponds with Kandinsky’s zeal 
for hearing the “inner sound” of the world.  
 
As we mentioned, we cannot parallel The Waves to Kandinsky’s works in every sense; 
still they share similarities. Perhaps, one of the most striking features of The Waves is 
its almost complete absence of the “external” human activities, except for the act of 
“speaking” marked by the phrase “said Bernard (Susan, Jinny, etc.)” and natural 
activities in the interludes. However, as we know even the act of “speaking” is not 
“speaking” in the common sense, but “soliloquies” spoken in the minds of the six 
characters, who do not address to each other, though they may be connected in terms 
of their shared topics, i.e. their school days, work and life, their relationship with 
Percival, and so on. Thus being deprived of the “appalling narrative business of the 
realist,” and having only their “inner sounds” heard, the six characters are more like 
“phantom” characters as those “vague creatures” in Kandinsky’s “The Yellow Sound.” 
 
The interludes, which Woolf describes as “very difficult” yet “essential” in her diary, 
function as a kind of “bridge” that links nine episodes together and directs the 
narrative trajectory on the whole. Unlike the alogical arrangement of the six pictures 
in “The Yellow Sound,” the development of the nine episodes in The Waves generally 
parallels the trajectory of the interludes, narrating the six characters’ growth from 
their early childhood to their late adult years in correspondence with the solar 
movement from sunrise to sunset within one day. In the manuscript, Woolf means to 
parallel “the life of anybody” (childhood, maturity, middle ages and death) to the 
seasonal changes (spring, summer, autumn and winter) (MS. page 1 verso, and page 
58 verso). In the published text, she frames “the life of anybody” within one solar day. 
This constriction from the recycles of four seasons to the solar movement in one day 
somehow manifests the “point” thinking. In fact, such “point” thinking runs through 
the writing of The Waves, and for further discussion, we return to the excerpt (of the 
blue madonnas) we quoted at the beginning. 
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That part of text ends with “‘Look, where he comes,’ I [Bernard] said.” In the novel, 
the following paragraph begins with, “Lines and colours almost persuade me that I too 
can be heroic, I, who make phrases so easily, am so soon seduced, love what comes 
next, and cannot clench my fist, but vacillate weakly making phrases according to my 
circumstances” (W, pp.110-1). This transition from pictures of blue madonnas to the 
vision of a “he” coming and then to “lines and colours” is sinuous. As Elizabeth R. 
Napier (1981), the translator of Kandinsky’s Sounds, comments on the poems in the 
album, there are a lot of “barriers” and “impediments to communication,” so that 
“[t]he result is a series of poems that suggest a world of multiple interpretative 
possibilities” (p.3). The same can be applied to Woolf’s The Waves, where the word(s) 
and sentence(s) may function as a kind of “point” that has been snatched out of the 
logical sequence of the narrative, and stand themselves out as “independent” entities. 
As Bernard (who make phrases so easily) claims, “Lines and colour almost persuade 
me that I too can be heroic,” that is, “heroic” to jump out of the “habitual world” of 
words and phrases and story telling, and “love what comes next” to “vacillate weakly 
making phrases according to my circumstances.” 
 
In the manuscript, when Woolf is not yet very clear about the form of the novel, and 
the six characters are still coming into shape, she provides the character Rhoda with 
the words, “Very well, she said to herself defiantly, […] taking an exercise book, she 
began to write a history story, that in her story the world was different. But she had 
only described the blue bluish reeds on the banks a river & some birds of a river, 
when she // Writing was very difficult both to her & to Louis:” (qtd. in Graham, p.33). 
The draft stops here. On the next page is a completely new passage of a room, and 
more intriguing is Woolf’s use of “colours” in the narration: 
 
The room was gradually filling / with light; lik rising like a thing that has been 
sunk into & is to this From being pure The dead white petals, had purple 
shadows The white glazed plate was broken; its glaze yellowed; The glaze of 
the plate was violet, cracked & caught yellows & violet. And the whole room 
from being shapes things were stealing forth very in dead silence; from the 
corner the edge of a cupboard; fra picture the line of the frame thus; a few 
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lines & angles with a in one place a dim pool might be  a round looking glass 
of burning, thick, vague; half reflecting distorting yet reflecting: And as if a 
painter had dipped his brush veins little threads of colour, like those the brush 
makes – purple, blue, yellow, were& blobs of colour, as if like those which 
settle at the as if they had run to the point of a brush settled The plate was 
cracked, & purple & yellow ran into the edges & corners of things, like colour 
to the tip point of a brush. The flower, was no longer a pure, a the deathly 
white; but had vio purple shadows in it; was of the flower was no longer pure 
but had violet shades of violet in it. If one fixed ones eyes on the edge of some 
on some hollow space, it came slowly to be an edge, of glass; the a tumbler 
perhaps; perhaps a tumbler; at least a long & streaks of light upheld it. So that 
it might perhaps be a tumbler. Sometimes the moths quivered together, 
rippling the purple stain, the mark branded on their wings; & then again they 
were still, smooth, composed like the shells of limpets. together Ires 
Irresistibly moth & with method by means of colour, & line fine the room very 
gradually  rose thus to the surface. (qtd. in Graham, p.34) 
 
A marginal note reads, “there were streaks, iridescence, the walls, the sides of 
something” (qtd. in Graham, p.34). The frequent crossing out in the text indicates 
Woolf is kind of struggling with her vision of the room and the choice of colours. But 
generally, we capture images of dead white petal with purple or violet shadows, the 
glaze of the broken plate, with yellows and violets or purples running into the edges 
and corners of things, like colours running to the tip of a brush, and the moths 
quivering with purple stains, and so on. In all, “with method by means of colour, & 
line,” the room rises to the surface. However, Woolf does not elaborate further on the 
“method” by means of colour and line, just as she stops abruptly at Rhoda’s “different” 
and “difficult” writing. In the published text, Rhoda does not change direction in her 
writing; yet her difficulty at writing is dramatized in the scene where the six 
characters (in childhood) are learning words in episode one. 
 
Everyone could write except Rhoda. For Susan, words are “white,” “like stones one 
picks up by the seashore;” for Bernard, words are mobile and capricious, “They flick 
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their tails right and left as I speak them […] they move through the air in flocks, now 
this way, now that way,” now moving together, now dividing; for Jinny, words are 
“yellow,” like “a fiery dress, a yellow dress, a fulvous dress to wear in the evening;” 
for Neville, words are precise and regularized, “Each tense means differently. There is 
an order in this world;” Louis, who shares similar difficulty writing as Rhoda in the 
manuscript, speaks “with an Australian accent,” and needs to “wait and copy Bernard,” 
“I will not conjugate the verb […] until Bernard has said it” (W, pp.12-3). However, 
Rhoda cannot write. She can see “only figures,” but the figures “mean nothing” to her, 
“Meaning has gone;” while she is left alone to find an answer, she can only hear “The 
clock ticks,” and imagine “the loop of the figure is beginning to fill with time; it holds 
the world in it. I begin to draw a figure and the world is looped in it, and I myself am 
outside the loop; which I now join – so – and seal up, and make entire. The world is 
entire, and I am outside of it” (W, pp.13-4). And only Louis can see through Rhoda’s 
mind, “her mind lodges in those white circles, it steps through those white loops into 
emptiness, alone. They have no meaning for her” (W, p.14).  
 
On the other hand, the method of “colour and line” is transported into episode five 
where Bernard says “Lines and colours almost persuade me that I too can be heroic,” 
and in episode seven where Bernard imagines he is in Rome, “observ[ing] how dots 
and dashes are beginning […] to run themselves into continuous lines, how things are 
losing the bald, the separate identity that they had […] The great red pot is now a 
reddish streak in a wave of yellowish green. The world is beginning to move past me 
like the banks of a hedge when the train starts, like the waves of the sea when a 
steamer moves. I am moving too” (W, p.135). The dissolution of the great red pot into 
“a reddish streak in a wave of yellowish green” reminds us of the “streaks” and 
“iridescence” Woolf notes in the margin of the manuscript, and the blobs of colours 
(purple, blue, yellow, etc.) running into the edges and corners of things as the plate 
breaks. It also echoes Kandinsky’s assumption that “a stone would have dissolved 
into thin air before his eyes” which we read in his Reminiscences. Implied in Woolf’s 
“colours and lines” is the “point” view that any physical being can be reduced to 
points moving in vibrations, from which the “inner sound” is generated.  
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As to the movement of “colours and lines,” Kandinsky has some discussions in his 
works, especially Concerning the Spiritual in Art and Point and Line to Plane. 
Generally, for Kandinsky, the movement of colour is related to the attribute whether 
the colour is warm or cold. Basically, warm colours move eccentrically, whereas cold 
colours moves concentrically. For instance, “a brief contemplation will reveal in the 
yellow [warm colour] a spreading movement out from the center, and a noticeable 
approach to the spectator,” while the blue [cold colour] “moves into itself, like a snail 
retreating into its shell, and draws away from the spectator” (CSA, p.57). The two 
antithetic movements – eccentric and concentric – thus constitute the basic tension in 
colour movement. Thus, “An attempt to make yellow colder produces a greenish tint 
and checks both the horizontal and eccentric movement,” and “[t]he color becomes 
sickly and unreal” (CSA, p.57). The statement seems applicable to Woolf’s “wave of 
yellowish green,” which just renders a sense of stickiness and unreality. 
 
As to the colour red, though generally it is considered a warm colour, for Kandinsky, 
its warmth is “unbounded” that it “has not the irresponsible appeal of yellow, but 
rings inwardly with a determined and powerful intensity;” “It glows in itself, maturely, 
and does not distribute its vigor aimlessly” (CSA, p.61). This “unbounded” yet “self-
contained” attribute in the colour red seems not applicable to the metamorphosis of a 
red pot to a reddish streak in Woolf’s context, for the reddish streak seems not to 
“glow in itself, maturely,” but move eccentrically as the “irresponsible” yellow, and 
“distribute its vigor aimlessly” in the yellowish green waves. Anyway, as Kandinsky 
noted in the same treatise, what he said about the colours is “very provisional and 
general,” for in reality “every color can be to some extent varied between warm and 
cool,” that no fixed rules should be set decisively (CSA, pp.61, 63). For Kandinsky, 
what matters essentially is still the principle of “Inner Necessity,” which rules the 
“[l]egitimate and illegitimate combinations of colors, the shock of contrasting colors, 
the silencing of one color by another, the sounding of one color through another, the 
checking of fluid color spots by contours of design, the overflowing of these contours, 
the mingling and the sharp separation of surfaces,” from which “great vistas of purely 
pictorial possibility” are opened and harmony generated (CSA, p.66).  
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For Woolf, the harmony may be not of “purely pictorial possibility,” but more of the 
synthesis among all arts, at least including the three main subjects, literature, painting, 
and music. In fact, the “legitimate and illegitimate combinations of colors” can also 
be seen in the excerpt quoted above. The constant crossing out and replacement shows 
Woolf’s hesitation over the choice of proper colours, for instance, whether the shade 
of the white petals should be purple or violet (though they are of similar tones), and 
the glaze of the broken plate should be yellow or violet or both. On the whole, we 
speculate Woolf’s choice of colour is mostly arbitrary, and the colour may not mean 
anything beyond itself, though scholars like Jane Goldman (1998) make persuasive 
arguments on how Woolf uses colour to express her feminist stand, especially the 
political meaning of the colour red when associated with the red flags and banners 
used in feminist movements. Differently, Lorraine Sim (2010) places more emphasis 
on colour’s diverse and associated nature, which offers “an alternative language” to 
overcome the symbolic and discursive limitations of language (p.78). Here, we will 
follow Sim’s lead to take colour as a dynamic force of resonating vibrations than 
loaded with symbolic meaning. Kandinsky makes a similar illustration (with the 
colour red) in Concerning the Spiritual in Art. He argues: 
 
Red as is seen abstractly and not materially arouses both a precise and an 
unprecise impression on the soul, which has a purely internal physical sound. 
[…] This inner sound is similar to the sound of a trumpet or an instrument 
which one can imagine one hears when the word ‘trumpet’ is pronounced. 
This sound is not detailed; it is imagined without the variations that occur 
depending upon whether the trumpet is sounded in the open air, in a closed 
room, alone or with other instruments, if played by a postilion, a huntsman, a 
soldier or a professional. (p.46)  
 
In other words, colour, if viewed as a “point,” can be rid of the practical-purposive 
material load, and gains its weight and power as an independent entity. The same is 
applied to language or word, as Kandinsky claims elsewhere: 
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Language no longer functions as a keyboard, the word frees itself from the 
stocktaking of reality, and a combination of words … materializes into a thing 
that approaches painting and thus returns to that material form with which the 
painter is familiar. In short: the object here is not the elementary red, but the 
result of the artistic act. (qtd. in Napier 1981, p.4) 
 
The “artistic act” here should be an equivalent to the concept of “Inner Necessity,” or 
the “spirit,” “imagination” or “memory” that works to help us hear the “inner sound” 
of the colour red. This “aural” abstraction of colour is enlightening if we apply it to 
the interpretation of Woolf’s text. In fact, if we return to the scene where the children 
are learning words and writing, we propose the colours of words (white for Susan, 
yellow for Jinny) are beyond symbolical meanings, even though the whiteness for 
Susan may imply “plainness” (“like stones one picks up by the seashore”) and the 
yellow words for Jinny may imply “bodily passion” when associated with the “fiery 
dress” to wear in the evening. However, in comparison with the symbolical reading of 
colours for each character, it is better to take them more abstractly. As to this point, 
we may turn to the “conversation” of the six characters at the very beginning of the 
first episode (both from the manuscript and from the published text): 
 
“I see a ring,” said Bernard, “hanging above me. It quivers and hangs in a loop 
of light.” 
“I see a slab of pale yellow,” said Susan, “spreading away until it meets a 
purple stripe.” 
“I hear a sound,” said Rhoda, “cheep, chirp; cheep chirp; going up and down.” 
“I see a globe,” said Neville, “hanging down in a drop against the enormous 
flanks of some hill.”  
“I see a crimson tassel,” said Jinny, “twisted with gold threads.” 
“I hear something stamping,” said Louis. “A great beast’s foot is chained. It 
stamps, and stamps, and stamps.” (W, p.5) 
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“That is a I see a ball of pale purple hanging pale, purple ball hanging. Above 
me”; it is said Bernard; “It wobb moves, quivers, changes hangs, just beyond 
me; it has a light in its side.” 
“I see a vast expanse slab of pale yellow” said Susan, a spreading away, until 
it meets a tremendous violet mass. 
“I hear a The elephant stamps; the it is chained, I hear it It stamps. It stamps & 
stamps” said Louis. 
“I hear the That is the A bird begins” said Rhoda. “Cheep, cheep, cheep chirp. 
“I see a knob. bu there: it is the handle on the chest of drawers,” said Neville. 
“There is I see a slope of on the with purple vallies, in that crimson hill there is 
on the quilt said Jinny. (qtd. in Graham, p.402) 
 
From the text, we see yellow also goes to Susan, though not “fiery” yellow as that for 
Jinny, only pale yellow, meeting purple stripe or violet mass. The loop of light that 
Bernard sees is pale purple in the manuscript, but has no colour in the published 
version (compare with Rhoda’s “loop of figure” with no meaning). Further, Rhoda’s 
vision of “crimson hill” in the manuscript goes to Neville who sees a globe “hanging 
down in a drop against the enormous flanks of some hill” in the published text, though 
the colour of the hill is not identified either. Such evidence shows, most of time 
Woolf’s choice of colour should be random. So it is in the case of the “red” pot. In the 
manuscript, there is a passage where “a green jar” is presented, which shares much 
resemblance to the “red” pot in terms of their “swelling” attribute: 
 
It was strange how in the room one thing suddenly stood out in complete 
clarity – that That was a green jar. Its shape was unmistakable. It bulged & 
tapered. Round the neck an arch was grooved. Its colour was hard & clear; an 
emerald green, to the at first glance, but with certain dark strokes down one 
side, where the green became almost lost in shadow; & the pot pu bulged; & 
the one square of light, on the a reflection, a window it seemed, let into the 
hard green glaze. The pot seemed to be [ --- ] a pot merely; had an air of being 
put down there without casually; oddly, if one looked at it; It jutted out, had 
for the moment at any rate some crudity & identity that severed it from the 
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cupboard frames mirrors & all the rest of the things, which, as the light was 
still so partial, had were crowded rather ambiguously in the depths of the room; 
in the so strangely wavering & unstable light. (qtd. in Graham, p.176) 
 
In the margin, Woolf notes, “the swelling of the pot was due to that shade;” (qtd. in 
Graham, p.176). In the published text, the bulging green pot or jar makes its 
appearance in the interludes (before episodes six and seven): 
 
The green pot bulged enormously, with its white window elongated in its side. 
Light driving darkness before it split itself profusely upon the corners and 
bosses; and yet heaped up darkness in mounds of unmoulded shape. (W, 
pp.117-8) 
 
Here it [the light] browned a cabinet, there reddened a chair, here it made the 
window wave in the side of the green jar. 
All for a moment wavered and bent in uncertainty and ambiguity, as if a great 
moth sailing through the room had shadowed the immense solidity of chairs 
and tables with floating wings. (W, p.131) 
 
Notably, the pot, flower, and moth are kind of “archetypal” images for The Waves, for 
while she is conceiving the novel, she writes in her dairy (28 May 1929): 
 
Now about this book, The Moths. How am I to begin it? And what it to be? 
[…]  
A mind thinking. They might be islands of light – islands in the stream that I 
am trying to convey: life itself going on. The current of the moths flying 
strongly this way. A lamp & a flower pot in the centre. The flower can always 
be changing. […] One must get the sense that this is the beginning: this the 
middle; that the climax – when she opens the window & the moth comes in. I 
shall have the two different currents – the moths flying along; the flower 
upright in the centre; a perpetual crumbling & renewing of the plant. In its 
leaves she might see things happen. But who is she? I am very anxious that 
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she should have no name. I dont want a Lavinia or a Penelope: I want “She.” 
But that becomes arty, Liberty, greenery yallery somehow: symbolic in loose 
robes. Of course I can make her think backwards & forwards; I can tell stories. 
But thats not it. Also I shall do away with exact place & time. Anything may 
be out of the window – a ship – a desert – London. (D3, pp.229-30) 
 
“The Moths” is the original title for The Waves, which is inspired by a letter (3 May 
1927) from Woolf’s sister Vanessa Bell who in the letter talks of her experience being 
with some moths one night at Cassis, and implores Woolf to “write a book about the 
maternal instinct” (qtd. in Bell, p.126). Woolf replies, “your story of the Moth so 
fascinates me that I am going to write a story about it. I could think of nothing else 
but you & the moths for hours after reading your letter. Isn’t it odd? – perhaps you 
stimulate the literary sense in me as you say I do your painting sense” (qtd. in Bell, 
pp.126-7). From then on, the Moths haunts Woolf’s mind. In this diary entry, the 
current of the moths, and the current of the perpetually crumbling and renewing of the 
flower are in contrast with the unchanged “pot” standing in the center. The two living 
currents around an unmovable pot remind us of Lily’s vision of “the colour burning 
on a framework of steel,” and “the light of a butterfly’s wing lying upon the arches of 
a cathedral” in To the Lighthouse (TL, p.42), as they share a common antithetic 
tension between the sense of evanescence and the sense of an eternal Form. The “pot” 
may be an incarnation of that eternal Form. As a “Form,” the pot has no colour. 
However, in the published text, the pot can be red or green; it can bulge or taper, can 
swell or stretch into a streak, changeable due to the change of light and shadow. In 
other words, the unchangeable “Form” (pot) becomes dynamic in the changing waves. 
In fact, in the manuscript, the text about the green pot/jar goes on like this: 
 
Though the dawn had now lost all its mists, the reality now displayed – the 
actual jug, the actual knife – was odder; perhaps if one looked at the green 
glaze long enough more incomprehensible. One might well be dazed in a 
trance if one saw looked with complete intensity at one thing: might well feel 
the whole mind sucked down a funnel; amazed at the existence of objects; 
whereas, when the light forever changed & [      ] & many tints came flashing 
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& sparking; then the mind was following wild gleams & likeness; forever 
seeing resemblances. &not knowing where the edge was. Only, however this 
matter of identity, these surprising rearrangements here & there of form & 
colour might be in the room, there was something monotonous, unceasing, not 
greatly rising or falling – always indeed recalling the same image: something a 
hammer falling; a foot stamping: Down on the beach the waves broke, 
rhythmically […]. (qtd. in Graham, pp.176-7) 
 
As one looks at the green glaze long enough, the reality is more incomprehensible. 
Probably, this puzzling phenomenon can be explained by Gerhard J. R. Frankl’s essay 
on “How Cézanne Saw and Used Colour” (1951). In this essay, Frankl talks about an 
effect called “colour induction.” According to Frankl, colours look different when 
seen in juxtaposition from seen in isolation. For instance, when we look at some red 
apples in front of a plain grey wall, the grey wall will look distinctively greenish. This 
“greenish” colour is the “induced colour,” which is produced and projected by the eye 
as if it were in protest against irritation. Generally, the “induced colours” are 
complementary to the “real” ones. They influence the “real” colour and make it look 
stronger. And this process of mutual influence and mutual colour induction will go on 
and produce even subtler hues (Frankl, p.126). This phenomenon of “colour induction” 
also manifests in Woolf’s text, as she writes, “when the light forever changed & [       ] 
& many tints came flashing & sparking; then the mind was following wild gleams & 
likeness; forever seeing resemblances. & not knowing where the edge was.”  
 
But notice the blank Woolf brackets out between “the light forever changed” and 
“many tints came flashing & sparking.” In fact, in the paragraph before this (quoted 
above), while Woolf wants to compare the pot to something, “The pot seemed to be 
[ --- ] a pot merely,” a similar bracket is used (with a dash inside). The blank bracket 
is intriguing, for it “contains” something that cannot be uttered out, whether in word 
or in colour. Its blankness is a naught, like that of Kandinsky’s “sounding” point. 
Indeed, the blank naught is “sounding,” for “however this matter of identity, these 
surprising rearrangements here & there of form & colour might be in the room, there 
was something monotonous, unceasing, not greatly rising or falling – always indeed 
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recalling the same image: someth a hammer falling; a foot stamping: Down on the 
beach the waves broke, rhythmically.” That something that cannot be uttered out is 
transferred into a “sound,” always recalling a hammer falling, a foot stamping, and 
rhythmical waves breaking. In this way, the “pot” and the two currents of lives (moths 
and flowers) are therefore intertwined into a primal “sound.” Significantly, a similar 
change from the optical (of colour) to the aural (of sound) can also be witnessed in the 
narrative design of the novel on the whole. For this point, we need return to the diary 
entry (on 28 May 1929, quoted before) where “She” is wanted.  
 
In the diary entry, we notice Woolf means to put a “She” in the leaves of the flower 
plant and “see things happen.” Yet “She” cannot be “a Lavinia or a Penelope”; “She” 
should have no name, and do away with exact time and place. In other words, “She” 
cannot be a realist figure in the conventional sense, but “She” cannot be “symbolic” at 
the same time. It seems difficult to have this “She” worked out. If we think of Woolf’s 
essays on modern fiction, especially the anonymous lady (Woolf casually calls her 
“Mrs Brown”) on the train in her famous “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown,” indeed this 
“She” is “life itself,” or “the spirit we live by” (E3, p.436) as Woolf claims in 
“Character in Fiction” (1924, an essay evolved from “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown”). 
Then how could “She” observe the currents of life coming and going? It cannot be 
“realist” or “symbolic,” at least “symbolic” in the sense that it is “referring to ideas 
outside itself” (Stewart 1982, p.90), or “the means by which we make things serve the 
human,” which grants primacy to the human and place human at the centre (Beer, qtd. 
in Ryan 2015, p.152. italics in original). The reduction of human activities to 
minimum and the awareness to include “insensitive nature” in the interludes indicate 
Woolf intends not to adopt a human-centered perspective and “symbolism” in that 
sense. However, the narrative of “She” is still problematic.  
 
In the manuscript, we see Woolf first uses the third-person omniscient perspective to 
tell stories just as she does in most of her works. The narrator as “She” hidden in the 
leaves sees things happen. But sometimes “She” pops out and speaks for “herself” in 
the first person point of view, as in the case, “She” claims, “I am here trying to telling 
myself the story of the world from the beginning; making from the after all, I am no 
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longer not tossing on the waves concerned with the single life; I am but the thinker 
who compares; &, now am thinking it together – to so that making unity” (qtd. in 
Graham, p.6). The narrator seems to be negotiating with him/herself in terms of how 
to tell the story, or it can be taken as Woolf’s personal struggling with writing. In any 
case, the first person point of view is seldom used at the early stage. Or sometimes 
“She” is hesitant whether to use the first person or to keep the third person point of 
view, as in the case “I am John was of that opinion Johns His immense curiosity about 
the lives of others often led him to use his own experience to guide him in his 
interpretation” (qtd. in Graham, p.30). Such evidence shows Woolf is not sure how to 
render “She” at first.  
 
An apparent change happens at the writing of “Chapter Two” in the manuscript. In the 
new “Chapter,” Woolf is more decisive in using the first person point of view “I” to 
convey the “thoughts” of the character. However, the third person “observation” is not 
all vanishing and reduced to the pattern “said Bernard.” It is a bit later that the pattern 
is introduced, and occasionally with quotation marks. But it is not until Woolf begins 
to revise the first draft (on 13th June 1930) that the beginning (except the interludes) 
of the novel is changed into the conversational form as in the published text. Woolf 
notes in her plan for the revision, “the beginning shd. go like this. A description of 
dawn - & the sea – breaking on a beach. Then each child wakes & sees something // 
Says something. a globe: an object: a face. a spoon” (qtd. in Graham, p.400). That 
each child “sees something” or “says something” is therefore turned into the 
conversation we read in the published text. This detour to survey the narrative 
changes is to illustrate how Woolf makes use of the idea of “point” in terms of 
narration. Generally, she breaks down the linear narrative into “points,” which resist 
logical development. Alternatively, the “points” of narratives resonate with each other 
whether via seeing or saying, hearing or smelling, or touching. In the published text, 
we no longer see or hear a “She” attempting to tell us a story, but “points” of “She” 
are telling themselves. In other words, this “She” has been dissolved into “points” of 
seeings or sayings, which further dissolve themselves into vibrations to reunite into a 
greater whole, as the narrator once imagined: 
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Souls of Jinny & Louis […] were lay like a cut out mist in upon which the 
souls of John & Susan were cut out, like shadows. […] how they could go 
sharing & adventuring, he into her, she into him; […] life is mixed with other 
lives; […] the solitary is no longer solitary; & the mind, like a vine, buds has 
its coiled tendrils, which has made has forever now to find an interpretation a 
phrase to […] net things in; for otherwise they must perish. (qtd. in Graham, 
pp.16-7)  
 
The mix of souls of “he into her, she into him” resembles the dissolution of things 
into “points” of resonating vibrations. The pale purple loop of light, the slab of pale 
yellow spreading away to meet a purple stripe or a tremendous violet mass, the cheep 
chirp sound of birds, a globe in a drop against the flanks of some hill, the crimson 
tassel with gold threads, a great beast’s foot stamping, all are at the same time visions 
(colours) and sounds, movements and vibrations. Each “point” (phrase, image, sound) 
does not move forward into linear narration according to causal-motivational relations, 
but vibrates in Kandinsky’s Gesamtkunstwerk triad of colour, sound and movement. 
Interestingly, Neville’s vision of “the enormous flanks of some hill” reminds us of 
Kandinsky’s “Hills,” the first poem in his Sounds. For better discussion, this poem is 
quoted in full: 
 
A mass of hills of all the colors you can imagine or care to imagine. All 
different sizes, but the shapes always alike, i.e. just one: Fat at the bottom, 
puffed out around the sides, flatround up above. Just plain, ordinary hills, like 
the kind you always imagine and never see. 
Among the hills winds a narrow path simply white, i.e. neither bluish, nor 
yellowish, neither turning into blue, nor into yellow. 
In a long smooth, black coat that covers him all the way down to his heels, a 
man walks on this path. His face is pale, but on his cheeks are two red spots. 
His lips are just as red. He has a big drum hung around his neck and he is 
drumming. 
The man walks in a very funny way. 
Sometimes he runs and beats his drum with feverish, irregular strokes.  
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Sometimes he walks slowly, perhaps absorbed in his thoughts and drums 
almost mechanically in a long drawn-out tempo: one … one … one … one … 
sometimes he stands stock still and drums like the little soft white toy rabbit 
that we all love so well. 
This standing doesn’t last long though. 
The man is running again, beating his drum with feverish, irregular strokes. 
As if utterly exhausted he lies there, the black man, all stretched out over the 
white path, among the hills of all colors. His drum lies beside him and the two 
drumsticks too. 
He’s standing up already. Now he’ll start running again. 
All this I have seen from above and beg you too to look on it from above. 
(Sounds, p.18) 
 
The hills of all colours make us recall the “purple valleys” and “crimson hill” that 
Jinny visions in the manuscript. In addition, the man’s drumming reminds us of the 
chained beast’s foot stamping. Especially, the mechanically long drawn-out tempo 
“one … one … one … one …” echoes the rhythm in “It stamps, and stamps, and 
stamps.” In the novel, the image/sound of foot stamping is attached to Louis, and it 
intermittently recurs throughout the novel. As to this image/sound of foot stamping, 
Thayer reads in it an “indefinite feeling of threat and awe,” which resembles “the 
contained threat of the primitive rhythm of the waves;” and particularly, it expresses 
the “anxiety” of Louis who felt “powerlessness” in front of “the inexorable order of 
nature mocking his will and reason for existence” (p.58). This reading of “anxiety” in 
the image/sound of foot stamping seems to endow it more with “human” meaning.  
 
However, if we think of the room in which the swelling green pot/jar is placed, and a 
monotonous and unceasing sound is heard, “a hammer falling; a foot stamping,” it 
seems Thayer’s “anxiety” reading is less convincing, and a non-human interpretation 
is preferable. In Kandinsky’s poem, we see the drumming man pops out from 
nowhere, among the hills of all colours that are more imagined than seen (“the kind 
you always imagine and never see”). In addition, his gestures of irregular drumming, 
sometimes feverish, sometimes mechanical, sometimes exhausted, together with his 
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all blackness, redness of lips and spots on pale cheeks, make him a rather obscure 
figure, and renders him a sense of savageness and primitivism. In The Waves, Louis is 
also associated with the ancient and even the pre-historical times. When he was still a 
child, he sensed his body intertwined with the earth/nature and the remote antiquity: 
 
My roots go down to the depths of the world, through earth dry with brick, and 
damp earth, through veins of lead and silver. I am all fibre. […] Up here my 
eyes are green leaves, unseeing. […] Down there my eyes are the lidless eyes 
of a stone in a desert by the Nile. I see women passing with red pitchers to the 
river; I see camels swaying and men in turbans. I hear tramplings, tremblings, 
stirrings round me. (W, p.7)  
 
Like the image/sound of foot stamping, such images recur in the latter part of the 
novel as the character grows into his late years. His intricate relations with the ancient 
times make the character feel at the same time young and old, as Louis often claims, 
“I seem already to have lived many thousand years” (W, p.45). Thus this image/sound 
of foot stamping has sounded itself through the complexity of those “many thousand 
years,” and of those ages of entity and “ages of nonentity” (W, p.90), that it should 
sound more “indifferent” than of “anxiety” as Thayer suggests. Besides, this 
image/sound of foot stamping, which is connected with “the long history that began in 
Egypt, in the time of pharaoh” (W, p.45), sounds itself into the “modernity” or 
“urbanity” of the London city, where the roaring of trains, “[m]otor cars, vans, 
omnibuses pass and repass continuously,” and “[a]ll separate sounds – wheels, bells, 
the cries of drunkards, of merrymakers,” the hooting of sirens, “are merged in one 
turning wheel of single sound” – “one sound, steel blue, circular” (W, p.95). In other 
words, in Woolf’s context, sound has become trans-historical, which is beyond the 
traditional discourse of historical time in a static and dispassionate sense.  
 
Significantly, this “steel blue, circular” sound brings us back to the image of cold blue 
madonnas we introduced at the beginning. In our previous discussion, we suggest 
Woolf renders the image a quality of transparency and ethereality as the colour blue is 
associated with the sky and the “veil.” Here, we propose that the “steel blue” sound 
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share a similar quality of insubstantiality. In the chapter “Colour Symbolism: Art, 
Poetry and Music” (2011), Ann Kennedy Smith discusses the concept of “colour 
symbolism” based on Baudelaire’s artistic criticism. She suggests, “Even though 
Baudelaire comes to reject the idea of a systematic approach to colour symbolism and 
did not often choose to write directly about the significance of any single colour, there 
are several instances where he pays particular attention to the ‘vibrativité’ or poetic 
resonance of certain tons purs” (p.147. italics in original). Particularly with regard to 
the colour blue, Smith states, in Baudelaire’s context, “the colour blue […] often 
suggests a hyperbole of nature, a blue that is almost supernatural in its intensity” 
(p.147). Generally, she reads the attributes of “intangibility and evanescence” in the 
blueness of the sky, as well as “the idea of being transported” (to “the unobtainable 
heights to which it appears to soar”), and the sense of infinity “with all their 
possibilities of voluptuous self-immersion and escape” (p.148). This sense of 
“vibrativité” and intangible “infinity” is essential to understand Baudelaire’s “colour.” 
In “On Colour” (an essay in his Salon de 1846), Baudelaire stresses the vibrating and 
infinite qualities of colour at the very start of the essay: 
 
Let us suppose a beautiful expanse of nature, where there is full licence for 
everything to be as green, red, dusty or iridescent as it wishes; where all things, 
variously coloured in accordance with their molecular structure, suffer 
continual alternation through transposition of shadow and light; where the 
workings of latent heat allow no rest, but everything is in a state of perpetual 
vibration which causes lines to tremble and fulfils the law of eternal and 
universal movement. (p.45) 
 
This initial call for “imagination” and emphasis on “perpetual vibration” and “eternal 
and universal movement” decide that colour is not static as “an actual property of 
perceived objects,” but more “affective” as “sensations” generated from the “complex 
combinations of simultaneous and successive contrasts” (Smith, p.66). For Baudelaire, 
colours “cannot be defined in an absolute manner,” and “only exist in a relative sense” 
(S 1846, p.47). Like Kandinsky who makes avail of the scientific division of atom to 
support his “inner sound” theory, Baudelaire similarly uses “molecule” to illustrate 
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his colour concept. He argues, “if you admit that every molecule is endowed with its 
own particular tone, it would follow that matter should be infinitely divisible; and 
besides, as art is nothing but an abstraction and a sacrifice of detail to the whole, it is 
important to concern oneself above all with masses” (S 1846, p.47). Therefore: 
 
Some colours cast back their reflections upon one another, and by modifying 
their own qualities they combine and recombine in an infinite series of 
melodious marriages which are thus made more easy for them. When the great 
brazier of the sun dips beneath the waters, fanfares of red surge forth on all 
sides; a harmony of blood flares up at the horizon, and green turns richly 
crimson. Soon vast blue shadows are rhythmically sweeping before them the 
host of orange and rose-pink tones which are like a faint and distant echo of 
the light. This great symphony of today, which is an eternal variation of the 
symphony of yesterday, this succession of melodies whose variety ever issues 
from the infinite, this complex hymn is called colour. (S 1846, pp.46-7. italics 
in original) 
 
Notably, the ample use of “aural” words (melodious, fanfare, harmony, rhythmically, 
echo, symphony) and active verbs (combine, recombine, surge, flare, sweep) in the 
description also suggests the quality of “vibrativité” and the idea of colour-sound 
unity. Further, the “infinitely divisible” nature of colour and the artistic process of 
abstraction is perfectly “transplanted” into Woolf’s soundscape, as we hear the 
roaring of trains, motor cars, vans, and omnibuses, the sounds of wheels, bells, 
drunkards, merrymakers, sirens, etc., are all merged into one “steel blue, circular” 
sound. This “steel blue, circular” sound is just the highly abstraction of all those 
separate sounds (yet at the same time interactive with each other). What we need to 
“see” or “hear” is not the actual colour “blue,” but a “roaring” blue with vibrating 
intensity and infinity, or in Smith’s words, “[w]hat these colours illustrate is less 
important […] than the fact that they are there,” and “what they signify is less relevant 
than the abstract force of the colours themselves” (p.144). Or reversely, the abstract 
force of the colours is in their “vibrativité” and “infinity,” as Baudelaire quoted 
Delacroix, “C’est l’infini dans le fini. C’est le rêve!” (qtd. in Smith, p.149).  
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This abstract force (or distance) from “le fini” to “l’infini,” or from colour to sound 
may be called a kind of “evocative distance” to which Smith alludes (p.167). 
According to Smith, the abstract distance is kept to avoid “clarity and directness of 
meaning” (p.167), from which an artistic beauty was born, as Baudelaire claims, “all 
beauty must have an element of strangeness and unpredictability for it to exist” (qtd. 
in Smith, p.164). This element of “strangeness and unpredictability” also manifests 
itself in Woolf’s “steel blue, circular” sound. In Woolf’s soundscape, this uncommon 
“steel blue” sound just stands out and projects its roaring, circular force from an 
abstract distance. For this steel blue, roaring, circular force, we may follow Michael 
Riffaterre’s comment on Delacroix’s use of colours (green and red), and call it a kind 
of “hyperbole of steel blueness,” as Riffaterre suggests, “the characteristic green of 
Delacroix, in the code of landscape, could only be vegetation. But what is striking is 
that this green has produced, rather than any other tree, firs, a hyperbole of greenness. 
And, among all the possible reds, this red has called up the most extreme – this 
dramatic ‘lac de sang,’ a hyperbole of redness” (qtd. in Smith, p.159).  
 
So the “steel blue” sound projects its circular roaring energy to our body and mind 
that “our senses have widened. Membranes, webs of nerve that lay white and limp, 
have filled and spread themselves and float around us like filaments, making the air 
tangible and catching in them faraway sounds unheard before” (W, p.95). This is what 
Jinny experiences in the novel, even though most of time her “telling” thoughts render 
her as “decided and ready” (W, p.70) character, whose “imagination is the bodies,” 
and who “can imagine nothing beyond the circle cast by [her] body” (W, p.90). “I hide 
nothing, I am prepared,” and “I had the air of being prepared for what would happen,” 
so she claimed (W, p.90). Yet, the “unheard” sounds she listens to betray her 
confession that she may be not so prepared and ready as she is supposed to be. And in 
the second reunion, Jinny claims, “Now I hear crash and rending of boughs and the 
crack of antlers as if the beasts of the forest were all hunting, all rearing high and 
plunging down among the thorns. One has pierced me. One is driven deep within me” 
(W, p.126). The crash and crack of boughs and antlers pierce through Jinny’s “bodily” 
imagination, and make her feel as though she is “plunging down among the thorns.” 
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Like Louis, her body is also stretched into the forest and jungle, into the nature, and 
like Bernard who longs for the “unvisual,” Jinny also touches the “unheard.”  
 
If there were “walls of the mind” that hinder communication and sever people into 
isolated individuals (as Rhoda imagines), what makes the walls of mind “thin” and 
“transparent” (W, pp.161 and 164) is sound. We have seen/heard the mysterious foot 
stamping connects Louis with the ancient past so that he well acknowledges, “I am 
not a single and passing being. My life is not a moment’s bright spark like that on the 
surface of a diamond. I go beneath ground tortuously. […] My destiny has been that I 
remember and must weave together, must plait into one cable the many threads, the 
thin, the thick, the broken, the enduring of our long history, of our tumultuous and 
varied day” (W, p.145). In all, “There is always more to be understood; a discord to be 
listened for” (W, p.145). This “discord” is not distinct from the “unheard” sounds that 
Jinny hears, and his “going beneath ground tortuously” further relates him to Bernard, 
who similarly wishes to “go under; to visit the profound depths,” and “to explore; to 
hear vague, ancestral sounds of boughs creaking, of mammoths; to indulge impossible 
desire to embrace the whole world with the arms of understanding” (W, p.80). Here, 
the “arms of understanding” should be the “sounds” they have all heard by going 
underneath or by being pierced through. The same can be applied to the other three 
characters, Susan, Neville and Rhoda. 
 
For Susan, the character who is generally “glutted with natural happiness” (W, p.123), 
is sometimes “sick of natural happiness” so that she also “jumped up and ran after the 
words that trailed like the dangling string from an air ball, up and up, from branch to 
branch escaping” (W, p.137). The “escaping” words lead us to the character Neville, 
who is generally “so neat and exact” in terms of his passion for “the exactitude of the 
Latin language” and “the explicit, the sonorous hexameters of Virgil, of Lucretius” (W, 
p.21). Even he has time being “marvelously on the alert” to listen to “the light sound, 
whether of spiders’ delicate feet on a leaf or the chuckle of water in some irrelevant 
drainpipe,” or to “the sounds of a London night,” “Cheep, cheep, creaks the fire, like 
the cheep of insects in the middle of a forest. Cheep, cheep, it clicks while out there 
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the branches thrash the air, and now, like a volley of shot, a tree falls. These are the 
sounds of a London night” (W, pp.142-3).  
 
The light sound of the spiders’ delicate feet on a leaf somehow reminds us of the 
rippling moth-wing quiver that Woolf mentions in the manuscript (in the excerpt of 
the room cited above), “Sometimes the moths quivered together, rippling the purple 
stain, the mark branded on their wings; & then again they were still, smooth, 
composed like the shells of limpets” (qtd. in Graham, p.34). As Neville proposes, 
“Nothing is to be rejected in fear or horror,” and “One must be sceptical, but throw 
caution to the winds and when the door opens accept absolutely” (W, p.142). 
Associatively, the “escaping” words, the light sound, the sounds of a London night, 
and the sounds in the winds, all point to the “white spaces” where Rhoda is dwelling 
and which “lie between hour and hour” (W, p.146). The “white spaces” remind us of 
the “white circles” (the white loops of figures) that Rhoda sees in her mind, and that 
have no meaning, so that they are usually “rolled […] into dirty pellets and tossed […] 
into the wastepaper basket with your greasy paws” (W, p.146). However, for Rhoda, 
these “white spaces” are her life, in which she can hear sounds and roaring of waves: 
 
Yes, […] to a hollow […] against their darkness I see a shape, white, but not 
of stone, moving, perhaps alive. But it is not you, it is not you, it is not you; 
not Percival, Susan, Jinny, Neville or Louis. When the white arm rests upon 
the knee it is a triangle; now it is upright – a column; now a fountain, falling. 
It makes no sign, it does not beckon, it does not see us. Behind it roars the sea. 
It is beyond our reach. Yet there I venture. (W, p.97) 
 
We launch out now over the precipice. […] The cliffs vanish. Rippling small, 
rippling grey, innumerable waves spread beneath us. I touch nothing. I see 
nothing. We may sink and settle on the waves. The sea will drum in my ears. 
[…] Rolling me over the waves will shoulder me under. Everything falls in a 
tremendous shower, dissolving me. (W, p.148) 
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In the roaring of the sea, Rhoda feels as though she is being dissolved. Notice the 
transition from “I venture” to “We launch out.” The subject changes from the singular 
“I” to the plural “We,” corresponding to the process of Rhoda’s “aural” dissolution 
into other subjects or objects. The sense of singularity is also blurred in the negative 
repetition of “it is not you, it is not you, it is not you,” not singular as Percival, Susan, 
Jinny, Neville or Louis, nor stable, but capricious at times as a triangle, as a column, 
as a fountain, at times falling or rising. “I am not one person; I am many people,” so 
Bernard summed up in his final “O solitude” (D3, p.339) speech, and “I do not 
altogether know who I am – Jinny, Susan, Neville, Rhoda or Louis; or how to 
distinguish my life from theirs” (W, p.199). Bernard feels dissolved as well. But a 
little different from Rhoda’s dissolution in the roaring of the waves, Bernard’s 
dissolution happens in “silence”: 
 
Drop upon drop, […] silence falls. It forms on the roof of the mind and falls 
into pools beneath. […] As silence falls I am dissolved utterly and become 
featureless and scarcely to be distinguished from another. (W, p.161) 
 
Silence falls; silence falls, […] But now listen; tick, tick; hoot, hoot; the world 
has hailed us back to it. I heard for one moment the howling winds of darkness 
as we passed beyond life. Then tick, tick (the clock); then hoot, hoot (the cars). 
We are landed; we are on shore; we are sitting, six of us, at a table. (W, p.162) 
 
The flower, […] the red carnation that stood in the vase on the table of the 
restaurant […] is become a six-sided flower; made of six lives. (W, p.164). 
 
In the drops of silence, “I am dissolved utterly and become featureless and scarcely to 
be distinguished from another.” Yet, the silence is not at all “silent,” for we can hear 
the tick-tick of the clock (that is the drops of time), the hoot-hoot of the cars, and the 
howling winds of darkness as well. As Woolf claims to saturate every atom with the 
combination of thought, sensation and the voice of the sea in the diary, so she 
saturates every drop of silence in the novel. And in the saturated and sounding drops 
of silence, the “sharp tooth of egotism” is blunted, “I cannot keep myself together,” 
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and “[l]ittle bits of ourselves are crumbing” (W, pp.161, 168), so that the six 
characters are merged into one six-sided flower. In Woolf’s diary, we remember the 
flower is set “upright in the centre” of the room, and “a perpetual crumbling and 
renewing of the plant” is to be conveyed. In other words, in the flower is flowing the 
current of life.  
 
Now, the six lives are merged into one six-sided flower, that is, their lives are merged 
into one current of life which similarly “saturates” the “atom” of that flower. The 
varieties of the six lives, or even thousands more, thus merged into one current of life 
and “bubbl[ing] like boiling silver” in one cauldron, finally “give the effect of the 
whole – again like music,” like a great symphony, as Bernard describes, “What a 
symphony with its concord, and its tunes on top and its complicated bass beneath, 
then grew up! Each played its tunes, fiddle, flute, trumpet, drum or whatever the 
instrument might be” (W, p.185). This symphony corresponds to the one Kandinsky 
“heard” in the unforgettable Moscow sunset, “which brings every color vividly to life,” 
and “forces the whole of Moscow to resound like the fff of a giant orchestra.” It also 
echoes the one Baudelaire “heard” in colours, that eternal variation and succession of 
melodies issuing from the infinite and complex hymn of colour.  
 
In writing The Waves Woolf highlights the function of “point” and “sound” to 
challenge the traditional, linear, causal-motional way of narration, and replace it with 
alogical, resonating “points” of narrative. In some way, it resembles Kandinsky’s 
Gesamtkunstwerk model which is based on the dynamic, dialectic interactions among 
the elements of colour, sound and movement. Plots are erased. Characters are reduced 
into pure “voices” without clear-cut subjectivities. The Cartesian Subject, which 
dominates the paradigm of thinking and emphasizes an absolute “I” in the cogito, is 
aurally penetrated and dissolved into a more fluid, mobile, spatial, trans-historical, 
interconnected, and synesthetic “selves” or “points.” Sound, whether it is sounding 
silence or the complex of roaring sounds, makes the walls of mind become thin and 
transparent by abstracting things into dissolvable points. And in the transparent and 
abstract sonic spaces, the readers are invited to hear the inner sounds of the points, 
and even participate in their inner vibrations with vast sonic imaginations, hearing 
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sounds and movements in colours, or hearing colours and movements in sounds, or 
hearing sounds and colours in movements, hearing the heard and the unheard, hearing 
the concord and the discord, hearing the howling of winds in the darkness, or the light 
quiver on the moth-wings.  
 
As Jean Arp (1951) suggests when he reads the poems in Kandinsky’s Sounds, he 
feels “Forms arise, as powerful as talking mountains. Sulphur and poppy stars 
blossom at the lips of the sky” (qtd. in Napier, p.3). Similarly, we hear and feel 
“talking mountains” arising from the text of Woolf’s The Waves. The sounds, like the 
waves mounting upon waves, rising, falling, breaking and re-rising, incessant and 
relentless, “unvanquished and unyielding,” in “eternal renewal” (W, p.213). In this 
great symphony of The Waves, Woolf aesthetically makes her words ride on the back 
of rhythm, and “make[s] the blood run like a torrent from end to end” – as she claims, 
“indeed [it] is my achievement, […] a saturated, unchopped, completeness” (D3, 
p.343). Therefore, by saturating every atom or point of the world with sounds, Woolf 
successfully catches “the feeling of the singing of the real world,” and raids into that 
“silent land” of hybridity to make it a soundscape of “great synthesis.”                        
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Chapter Six 
Hearing Elliptical Sounds in Between the Acts 
 
 
 
If we say in The Waves Woolf makes use of “point” to experiment with the form of 
novel to the utmost, and creates a synesthetic soundscape in which every atom (or 
point) is saturated sonorously, the idea of “point” continues to open up new 
possibilities in Woolf’s writing. This chapter considers Woolf’s last novel Between 
the Acts (1941), which is considered “her most sound-oriented novel” (Frattarola 
2018, p.88), and inquires how she develops the idea of “point” to create a different 
soundscape full of holes or ellipses in the crisis of the Second World War. Basically, 
the idea of “ellipsis” comes from several aspects that are connected with the 
composition of the novel. Woolf began writing the novel around April 1938. Before 
her suicide in 1941, she almost finished the novel, but refused to publish it because 
she felt it was “too silly and trivial” as “it was written in the intervals of doing Roger1 
with my brain half asleep” (L6, p.486). However, her husband held a different view 
and published it with a note, “The MS. of this book had been completed, but had not 
been finally revised for the printer, at the time of Virginia Woolf’s death. She would 
not, I believe, have made any large or material alterations in it, though she would 
probably have made a good many small corrections or revisions before passing the 
final proofs” (BA, p.3). Though no one would know what would happen if Woolf 
were alive to publish the novel by herself, the “unfinished” state of the novel happens 
to match the transitive nature that the title “Between the Acts” designates. Notably, 
the working title for the novel is “Pointz Hall,” and based on the extant manuscripts of 
the novel, Mitchell A. Leaska (1983) edited and published Pointz Hall: The Earlier 
and Later Typescripts of Between the Acts. This discussion considers these 
publications to constitute a larger whole in a genetic critical sense than merely the 
published text. Particularly, “Pointz Hall” as a working title attracts our attention. In 
her diary entry on 26 April 1938, Woolf writes:                                                    
1 Roger Fry: A Biography. A biography of Roger Fry (an English painter and critic, and a 
member of the Bloomsbury Group), written by Virginia Woolf and published in 1940. 
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Here am I sketching out a new book, […] why not Poyntzet Hall: a centre: all 
lit. discussed in connection with real little incongruous living humour; & 
anything that comes into my head; but “I” rejected: “We” substituted: to 
whom at the end there shall be an invocation? “We” … composed of many 
different things … we all life, all art, all waifs & strays – a rambling 
capricious but somehow unified whole – the present state of my mind? And 
English country; & a scenic old house - & a terrace where nursemaids walk? 
& people passing - & a perpetual variety & change from intensity to prose. & 
facts - & notes. (D5, p.135) 
 
Whether it is “Poyntzet Hall” or “Pointz Hall,” the outmoded spelling of “point” gives 
us an impression of antiquity. Indeed, the hall is meant to be “a scenic old house” as 
Woolf sketches, and a point, “a centre: all lit. discussed in connection with real little 
incongruous living humour.” As it turns out in the novel, Point Hall becomes a 
dwelling house for the Olivers, “who had bought the place something over a century 
ago,” but “had no connections with […] the old families who had all inter-married, 
and lay in their deaths intertwisted, like the ivy roots, beneath the churchyard wall” 
(BA, p.7). The evidence shows that Pointz Hall is specifically chosen as a site for 
thinking about “history,” even though its occupants had been there “[o]nly something 
over a hundred and twenty years” (BA, p.7). This makes for a better subject for critical 
thinking because of the marginal or “outsider’s” position with respect to the ancestral 
owners of the home. In addition, Pointz Hall is given another role as a site for a 
pageant which intends to trace the general history of England by staging minor scenes 
representative of different historical ages from the birth of the island to its present 
time. Specifically, the event is set in “[a] perfect summer afternoon” in mid-June in 
1939 (BA, p.47). This setting is of significant value, for in reality in less than three 
months the Second World War would break out. Considering all of these, “Pointz 
Hall” is a fictive “point” for Woolf’s thinking about history, war, culture, society and 
literature, etc. Then, what insight does this “point” give us in terms of this socio-
cultural-historical thinking if we regard it via the discourse of Sound Studies?  
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According to Leaska, Woolf changes the title from “Pointz Hall” to “Between the 
Acts” at quite a late stage of her writing: “Throughout its composition she called it 
Pointz Hall, and not until the end of February 1941, just a few weeks prior to her 
death, did she change the title to Between the Acts” (p.3). We read in her diary entry 
(on 26 February 1941) the following words, “My ‘higher life’ is almost entirely the 
Elizabethan play. Finished Pointz Hall, the Pageant: the Play – finally Between the 
Acts this morning” (D5, p.356). In the statement, Woolf calls her novel a play, 
particularly an Elizabethan play. In fact, still in its embryo stage, Woolf was clear 
“Pointz Hall is to become in the end a play” (D5, p.139). From the perspective of 
sound, obviously the genre of drama allows more theatrical space for sonic enactment. 
But why an Elizabethan play? Which special qualities of the Elizabethan play might 
have instructed Woolf’s historical thinking? Besides, as Woolf changes the title 
“Pointz Hall” (a fixed point) to a transitive movement “Between the Acts,” what 
influence would this elliptical change generate and direct our interpretation regarding 
the theatrical construction of soundscapes in this novel-play or play-novel? 
 
This chapter will take the elliptical change of “Pointz Hall” as an initial access to our 
exploration. It proposes that the elliptical nature sets the tone of the novel, which 
corresponds with the transitive nature that its title “Between the Acts” designates, an 
in-between state of being vexed in a paradox of appearing and disappearing, 
becoming and eclipsing. Essentially, this elliptical nature is sonically intensified by 
Woolf’s aesthetic use of “elliptical sound” in the novel. Generally, the visualisation of 
“elliptical sound” is measured in the ample use of suspension dots (“…”) in the 
narration, and the nonsensical chuff-chuff-chuff or tick-tick-tick sound of a hidden 
gramophone almost throughout the whole pageant. Significantly, the ellipsis in the 
narration resembles the “address gap” in the wireless transmission in which “the 
message can be waylaid, misdirected or misheard” (Lewty 2007, p.154), that is, 
become elliptical. In other words, the aesthetic use of “elliptical sound” can be taken 
as a formal adaption of the modern auditory experience in the age of wireless. Further, 
considering the special context of the novel (closely before the breakout of WWII), 
we argue the use of elliptical sound supports an “apotropaic” way of writing history.  
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Originally, “apotropaic” means to use “magic or ritual to avoid evil influence or bad 
luck” (OED). In terms of the novel, Woolf is just writing “apotropaically” to avoid the 
evil of the war which she is actually experiencing in the very process of writing. By 
writing history apotropaically, we argue Woolf turns away from a linear view of 
progressivism, to a dialectical, constructive constellation of the past-present-future in 
an explosive “now-time” out of the historical continuity. By drawing in Walter 
Benjamin’s historical materialist philosophy, we argue this explosive “now-time” is a 
monadic moment which entails a revolutionary chance to liberate the voice of the 
anonymous. In the novel, Woolf fictively creates monadic moments (particularly in 
the pageant) and intensifies them with the use of elliptical sounds that could generate 
imaginary sonic spaces for hypothetical hearing and critical thinking. In the monadic 
moments, the past (even the primeval) coalesces with the present to project a future in 
which the discourse of history (of subjectivity, of property, etc.) is renovated. The 
voice of the victors will no longer be validated, whereas the voice of the anonymous 
and even the non-human receive honor. In all, the monadic moments liquidate the 
epic writing of history. Accordingly, this liquidation brings forth a language of 
“liberated prose” that is typified by fragmentation and nonsensical rhythm, which is 
also a form of ellipsis.   
 
As the curtain lifted, the novel began, “It was a summer’s night and they were 
talking” (BA, p.5). We hear “they were talking,” but we do not hear exactly “what” 
they were talking about, except for the general subject “about the cesspool” (BA, p.5). 
And our expectation is further thwarted by Mrs. Haines’s affected projection, “What a 
subject to talk about on a night like this!” (BA, p.5). Notably, in the manuscript, the 
beginning of the narrative does not take this form. The first episode is divided into 
several sections with subtitles like “Summer Night,” “The garden,” “Prayer to the 
Night Bird,” etc. The first section “Summer Night” has another subtitle “1 … The 
Lamp,” which introduces the following description, “Oh beautiful and bounteous light 
on the table; oil lamp; ancient and out-of-date oil lamp; upholding as on a tawny tent 
the falling grey draperies of the dusk; seen across to the next house over there in the 
darkness” (PH, p.33). In other words, in the manuscript the summer night is more 
“visually” occupied with an oil lamp, whereas in the published text it is more 
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“sonically” oriented since we first hear people talking. In this sense, we might say the 
narrative voice is sonically transferred. Though it seems a small change, it indicates 
Woolf awareness of sound and its theatrical potential to create a novel-play.  
 
Critics have offered different opinions on why Woolf refers to her novel as an 
Elizabethan play. In “The Novel, the Play, and the Book: Between the Acts and the 
Tragicomedy of History” (1993), David McWhirter highlights Woolf’s recognition of 
the “all-inclusiveness” quality of the Elizabethan plays and argued Between the Acts is 
a reification of her anticipation for a “hybrid, contrapuntal form” of the future novel 
in her essay “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” (or “The Narrow Bridge of Art”). He 
thus takes the novel as a tragicomedy which resists a “master narrative” or genre that 
may “privilege any one voice or viewpoint,” and alternatively allows a dialogical or 
polyphonic stance (in Bakhtin’s sense) to examine history at once with a tragic 
empathetic view and a comic detached vision (pp.791-808). However, some scholars 
disagree on the novel’s attachment to the Elizabethan plays. In “Unveiling ‘The 
Dialectic of Culture and Barbarism’ in British Pageantry: Virginia Woolf’s Between 
the Acts” (1998), Marlowe A. Miller explicitly points out, “Mistakenly, I believe, 
certain critical readings of Miss La Trobe’s pageant have directed inquiry away from 
the pageant genre per se and have focused instead on Elizabethan drama” (p.136). He 
suggests, “While McWhirter is most insightful in his reading of this novel when he 
reminds us that Woolf resists us using any one genre in creating her fiction, his 
portrait of her high estimation of Elizabethan drama is too simple and overlooks the 
importance of her critique of that drama” (p.136). In terms of such different views, it 
is necessary to take a closer examination of Woolf’s essays on the Elizabethan plays.  
 
In her essay “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” (1927), while Woolf is worrying about 
the future of literature in modern times, she proposes, “there was a form once” to 
serve the demanding role of complete expression in the time “full of contrast and 
collision,” and that is “the form of drama, of the poetic drama of the Elizabethan age” 
(E4, p.430). However, Woolf regrets, “that is the one form which was dead beyond all 
possibility of resurrection today” (E4, p.430). As to this impossibility of resurrection, 
Woolf argues, partly “this was the result of circumstances,” and one particular reason 
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is the general change in the public appetite. According to Woolf, in the Elizabethan 
age, the general public appetite is for stage drama, not for books (E4, p.431). In fact, 
this change is a vital factor in Woolf’s mind, for it is repeatedly mentioned in her 
essays on the development of literature. In an earlier essay “Notes on an Elizabethan 
Play” (1925), Woolf already touched on this issue. Significantly, her discussion on the 
division between books and drama in the essay is closely related to the element of 
sound. Though on the one hand she complains about the overall boredom of the 
Elizabethan plays (except for the dramas of great writers like Shakespeare), on the 
other hand she thinks highly of a quality of the lesser read Elizabethan plays, that is, 
the hyperbole of sound. She argues: 
 
The riot of images, the violent volubility of language, all that cloys and 
satiates in the Elizabethans yet appears to be drawn up with a roar as a feeble 
fire is sucked by a newspaper. There is, even in the worst, an intermittent 
bawling vigour which gives us the sense in our quiet armchairs of ostlers and 
orange-girls catching up the lines, flinging them back, hissing or stamping 
applause. But the deliberate drama of the Victorian age is evidently written in 
a study. It has for audience ticking clocks and rows of classics bound in half-
morocco. There is no stamping, no applause. It does not, as, with all its faults, 
the Elizabethan audience did, leaven the mass with fire. Rhetorical and 
bombastic, the lines are flung, and hurried into existence and reach the same 
impromptu felicities, have the lip-moulded profusion and unexpectedness, 
which speech sometimes achieves, but seldom in our day the deliberate, 
solitary pen. Indeed, half the work of the dramatists, one feels, was done in the 
Elizabethan age by the public. (E4, p.64) 
 
From the statement, the “bawling vigour,” “the violent volubility of language,” and its 
“rhetorical and bombastic” “lip-moulded profusion and unexpectedness” are valuable 
characters of the Elizabethan plays in Woolf’s mind, yet they are brought to life on 
the stage rather than by pen in the solitary study. Though at the end of the essay, 
Woolf regrets “[t]here is no privacy here. Always the door opens and some one comes 
in,” she is positive it is a world “of tedium and delight, pleasure and curiosity, of 
180  
extravagant laughter, poetry, and splendor,” and “[w]andering in the maze of the 
impossible and tedious story suddenly some passionate intensity seizes us; some 
sublimity exalts, or some melodious snatch of song enchants” (E4, p.69). However, 
among all of these, perhaps the most attractive reason for Woolf is, “Indeed, half the 
work of the dramatists, one feels, was done in the Elizabethan age by the public,” 
which decides its communal or anonymous quality that Woolf highly appreciates in 
her late writings, “Anon” in particular. “Anon” is an essay Woolf writes for her next 
unfinished book Reading at Random or Turning the Page. It is written at the time she 
is still working on Between the Acts, as she records in her diary (on 23 November 
1940), “Having this moment finished The Pageant – or Poyntz Hall? […] my thoughts 
turn, well up, to write the first chapter of the next book (nameless). Anon, it will be 
called” (D5, p.340). In the essay, Woolf traces back to the pre-historic Britain and 
searches for the voice of Anon. She hypothesizes that the first man’s desire to sing 
comes from the imitation of the birds’ singing. The singer has his/her audience, but 
remains nameless, “Everybody shared in the emotion of Anon’s song, and supplied 
the story” (qtd. in Silver 1979, p.382). As time passes by, Anon the ballad singer turns 
into Anon the Elizabethan playwright. Yet, with the rise of printing and the popularity 
of written books, Anon disappears. In the extant drafts of “Anon,” Woolf writes: 
 
Anon died round about 147[8]<7>. It was the printed book with the authors 
name attached that killed him. After that the audience was separate from the 
singer. After that the song was attached to the singer. Anon gives place to 
Geoffrey or John or Peter; he lives in a house; and he has books.  
 
[…] a great artist died in 147[8]<7>, And with him died the part of his song 
that the audience sang – the voice that filled in pauses, and added sometimes a 
nonsensical chorus. (qtd. in Silver, pp.403-4) 
 
In the essay, Woolf regrets the death of Anon, and with it the communal or 
anonymous quality of literature (especially the Elizabethan play). Interestingly, 
though written more than a decade apart, Woolf’s essays on the Elizabethan play are 
not only consistent in their arguments, they even use common figures of speech. In 
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“Notes on a Elizabethan Play,” we read, “The riot of images, the violent volubility of 
language, all that cloys and satiates in the Elizabethans yet appears to be drawn up 
with a roar as a feeble fire is sucked by a newspaper,” whereas in “Anon,” “It is they 
[audience] who draw up the extravagance the hyperbole, as a sheet of paper draws up 
the fire” (qtd. in Silver, p.395). The evidence shows that Woolf highly values the 
Elizabethan play despite some of its disadvantages, and what she values most is the 
communal or anonymous quality of the genre which is somehow represented in the 
hyperbole of sound from the audience. Therefore, it is reasonable to speculate Woolf 
intended to redeem the voice of Anon by creating a novel-play Between the Acts. 
However, in the novel, the anonymous voice is not represented in the hyperbole of 
sound from the audience, but mainly in its ellipsis.  
 
In the opening scene of the novel, we hear characters talking. Yet their conversation is 
somehow thwarted. In the ensuing silence, we then hear “a cow coughed,” and “A 
bird chuckled outside,” which makes Mrs. Haines inquire, “A nightingale?” (BA, p.5). 
But the narrator answers, “No, nightingales didn’t come so far north. It was a daylight 
bird, chuckling over the substance and succulence of the day, over worms, snails, grit, 
even in sleep” (BA, p.5). The chuckling of the bird reminds us of the birdsong in 
“Anon.” Notably, in the manuscript, there is a section “Prayer to the Night Bird,” 
which has more detailed description of the chuckling bird. The detailed nature of this 
description is worth quoting at length:  
 
Not to the nightingale, the amorous, the expressive, do we turn [in this crisis;] 
praying to be released from the herring and the council houses; for they sing of 
death, the nightingales; but to some little anonymous bird of daylight, who, 
thinking to sleep, has woken; a sociable fowl; who, shuffled in the angle of the 
apple tree, can’t sleep; his wings want stretching; hence the sudden bubble; 
like a child asking to be let down from the very high chair when the grown-up 
people are boring; round the table [on and on.] Off he flits, wise and honest 
bird; not afraid of saying, snail shells, pebbles, little bits of parsley; worms; 
slugs; slime! They have, he chuckles and chatters, still their substance and 
succulence, even at midnight. Oh sensible and ironic bird, to whom there is no 
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convention of graves, nor knowledge of “my” family and “yours”; nor need of 
cesspools; […] tweak us awake this jocund night of early summer night and 
remind us of the [cold] <grass> under our feet; [of our nakedness;] how the 
sole of the foot and all the skin is bare, and the hairs are still capable of 
sensation; while our tongues shape the smoke in our brains into talk about 
herring and cesspools. (PH, pp.34-5) 
 
Explicitly, Woolf calls this bird as “some little anonymous bird of daylight” in the 
manuscript. However, Woolf would not let this little anonymous bird assert its 
anonymity in the published text, except for “chuckling over the substance and 
succulence of the day, over worms, snails, grit, even in sleep.” As to the prayer to the 
night bird “[in this crisis],” the convention of graves, the knowledge of property, of 
subjectivity, of “my” family and “yours,” etc., all such information is crossed out. As 
John Whittier-Ferguson (1997) suggests, “the three versions of Between the Acts, 
when read in the order of their composition, reveal a text in the process of forgetting 
itself: a novel that grows more elliptical, less discursive, less explanatory with each 
revision” (p.301). Indeed, the chuckling of the bird is elliptical, with its “vision” only 
to be “measured” in the unrecognizable singing over worms, snails and grit in the 
published text. Notably, this concept of “measure of vision” comes from David 
Copenhafer, which is discussed in Julie Beth Napolin’s article “Elliptical Sound: 
Audibility and the Space of Reading” (2017): 
 
Insofar as the narrator is able to speak, to write, to figure his condition, his 
invisibility would appear not to be absolute … A mouth, a face, may tend to 
stubbornly persist. Beyond this particular figure, however, the simple fact of 
narrative voice, what we might call an irreducible acoustic remainder in the 
text, tends to bring the blackness of the narrator into visibility. Someone is 
speaking. […] Oddly, voice translates a measure of vision. (qtd. in Napolin, 
p.116) 
 
The elliptical nature of the narrative voice that Copenhafer talks about seems also 
applicable to the elliptical voice of the chuckling bird. Voice translates a measure of 
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vision, yet the voice itself does not assert its existence, “It disappears as quickly as it 
appears” (Napolin, p.116). Napolin’s view is instructive to our interpretation, and a 
close reading of her article is necessary at this point. She is drawn to “the ambiguous 
ground of narrative theory – narrative voice – and with it, the difficulty in retrieving 
its auditory threshold, a virtual or hypothetical hearing” (p.110). She quotes from 
Samuel Beckett, “A voice comes to one in the dark. Imagine,” and argues, “‘Behind’ 
narrative space and its figure is a motivating voice, irrecuperable, one that brings 
narrative into being,” yet “This force is not itself narrated” (p.110). In other words, 
this elliptical existence of voice evokes “imagination.” Between the narrative voice 
and the receiver (the hearer or the reader), there is a “hiatus” which can be called the 
“space of reading.” This “space of reading” is the auditory threshold which calls for 
“a virtual or hypothetical hearing.” It is “hypothetical” because the voice or the matter 
of audibility is “not simply a matter of loudness, nor is it one of pronunciation or 
timbre;” the sounds “do not become more or less audible through volume” that “we 
cannot make reference to audibility solely in its brute materiality” (Napolin, p.112). 
Rather, it is always “a spatial configuration,” or “a distribution of sounds and points 
of their reflection in relation to an imputed listening subject” (p.112). This illustration 
of audibility is based on Genette’s theory of narrative voice.  
 
According to Napolin, Genette’s narrative voice is virtually “no voice at all or lacks 
sonorous substance” (p.115). Rather, it is better a “narrating instance” (Genette, qtd. 
in Napolin, p.113) which bears no relation to the phenomenological voice of timbre or 
volume; it is not “a medium of utterance, but rather a set of relationships among time 
of narration, implied or actual narrators, and diegetic levels of the fiction’s discourse” 
(Ross, qtd. in Napolin, p.114). Thus, Napolin writes, “As a grammatical category, it is 
desonified” (p.115. italics in original). It is desonified, yet we talk about its audibility. 
There seems an inherent paradox in the narrative voice. But it is in this seeming 
paradox that the threshold of audibility is possible. As we see, structured inside the 
narrative voice is an “auditory elision” (Napolin, p.120). That is, while the speech is 
narrated into existence, the subject who makes the speech is irretrievable or not fully 
retrievable. In Napolin’s words, it is in a “manner of appearing as if from nothing” 
(p.116). Moreover, its appearance is not stable for it disappears as quickly as it 
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appears. In all, there is “a fundamental gesture of disappearance in the will to escape” 
which “reflexively indicates a structuring omission,” and this “structuring omission” 
is “an anonymous accompaniment to any literary voicing, available to narrative, 
though not fully irretrievable by it as its condition” (Napolin, pp.114-6).  
 
The “anonymous accompaniment” in Napolin’s statement brings us back to Woolf’s 
idea of Anon. In the novel, we see Woolf does not allow the anonymous bird to assert 
its anonymity, which is also a kind of narrating instance of structuring omission. As 
readers, we are invited to hear those “omitted” sounds in the imaginary hiatus of 
elliptical space. Before we go on reading the novel, in order to better understand the 
concept of elliptical sound, we’d like to introduce another essay of Woolf, “The 
Moment: Summer’s Night” (published posthumously by her husband in 1948), in 
which a similar summer’s night is sketched. In “The Moment: Summer’s Night,” just 
as we hear people talking in the novel, “Here in the centre is a knot of consciousness; 
a nucleus divided up into four heads, eight legs, eight arms, and four separate bodies” 
(“The Moment,” p.4). The subjects are disassembled into fragments as they are 
narrated into existence. In the darkness, “sometimes a hand rests on the table; 
sometimes a leg is thrown over a leg;” yet dramatically, “the moment becomes shots 
with the extraordinary arrow which people let fly from their mouths – when they 
speak” – “He’ll do well with his hay” (“The Moment,” p.4). The voice ‘shoots’ 
through the moment, but the subject of speech is obliterated into an “obscure face” 
and a “mouth”: 
 
The words let fall this seed, but also, coming from that obscure face, and the 
mouth, and the hand so characteristically holding the cigarette, now hit the 
mind with a wad, then explode like a scent suffusing the whole dome of the 
mind with its incense, flavor; let fall, from their ambiguous envelope, the self-
confidence of youth, but also its urgent desire, for praise, and assurance. (“The 
Moment,” pp.4-5) 
 
As Napolin suggests, the voice seems to appear from nothing as the speaking subject 
remains in obscurity. The voice explodes with an “ambiguous envelope” from which 
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the human discourse is generated, self-confidence of youth, urgent desire for praise 
and assurance. “All this shoots through the moment, makes it quiver with malice and 
amusement,” until “the owl flies out, and puts a stop to this judging” (“The Moment,” 
p.5). The interruption of the owl here is instructive. In latter narration, the owl is said 
to “flute[s] off its watery bubble” (“The Moment,” p.7). In other words, the owl with 
its watery bubble puts a stop to the human discourse of judging, malice and 
amusement, desire for praise and self-assertion. What follows is “with the owl,” “we 
too fly […] over the earth and survey the quietude of what sleeps, folded, slumbering;” 
“and a sigh goes up. Could we not fly too, […] Ah, yes, if we could fly, fly, fly…” 
(“The Moment,” p.4). As the narration goes on, we witness that since the owl flies in, 
the human discourse has been diverted away toward a state of slumbering, and finally 
eclipsing into nihility that is measured in the elliptical dots “….”  
 
Notably, in the article on elliptical sound, as Napolin explains the “measure of vision” 
of the narrative voice, she also considers its “musical and rhythmic implications – a 
sequence, a series of beats, a unit of protraction in time” (p.116). She argues, “If 
legein, the Greek root of logos, means speaking, gathering, binding, joining, but also 
‘to count’ and ‘to recount,’ logos also requires ‘a sequence, or chain that is developed 
temporally.’ This chain is between single words, a chain that gives them meaning;” 
consequently, “this sequence would seem to forbid anything like an ellipsis, for each 
dot is a unit of the same. If there is always a space between words that holds together 
their meaningful sequence, the ellipsis is a pure holding together, a pulse” (pp.116-7). 
If we turn back to the use of elliptical dots in “The Moment,” it should be a pertinent 
illustration of Napolin’s rhythmical ellipsis that resists the human discourse of logos 
and meaning, and we argue, this use of ellipsis is a strategic application of Woolf’s 
motto to write to rhythm that she persists in her literary creation. In Between the Acts, 
Woolf makes ample use of ellipsis to enact this motto. Importantly, this use of ellipsis 
sonically resembles the “address gap” that occurs in the wireless transmission where 
the message might be waylaid or misdirected, that is, become elliptical. This elliptical 
address gap, we suggest, supports an “apotropaic” way of writing history, in which 
the historical time can be reconstructed in a dialectic triangulation of the past, present 
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and future. In the following analysis, we will turn to the pageant where the ellipsis is 
most frequently used and see how it helps Woolf write to rhythm, not to plot.  
 
As the narration moves on to the perfect summer afternoon, the play begins. “Was it, 
or was it not, the play? Chuff, chuff, chuff sounded from the bushes. It was the noise a 
machine makes when something has gone wrong. […] All looked at the bushes. For 
the stage was empty. Chuff, chuff, chuff the machine buzzed in the bushes” (BA, 
pp.47-8). As in the beginning of the novel we hear people’s elliptical talking, here in 
the beginning of the pageant, we hear the confusing chuff-chuff-chuff sound issuing 
from the bushes, which diverts the audience’s attention away from the empty stage. 
Inefficiency (the machine does not work correctly) and emptiness envelop the pageant 
as it begins. More ironically, as the actor appears on stage to begin her performance, 
she constantly forgets her lines, “England am I…,” and even this broken speech is 
further interrupted by voices from the audience, “She’s England,” “It’s begun,” “The 
prologue,” “Hear! Hear!” “Bravo! Bravo!” (BA, p.48). The evidence indicates Woolf 
decides to write the pageant elliptically from its very beginning. Dramatically, as the 
pageant continues in the elliptical buzzing sound, “A long line of villagers in shirts 
made of sacking began passing in and out […] between the trees” (BA, p.48). The 
audience heard their singing, “but half their words were blown away”: 
 
Cutting the roads … up to the hill top … we climbed. Down in the valley … 
sow, wild boar, hog, rhinoceros, reindeer … Dug ourselves in to the hill top … 
Ground roots between stones … Ground corn … till we too … lay under g-r-o-
u-n-d … (BA, pp.48-9. italics in original) 
 
The words that are blown away make us think of the message that may be waylaid, 
misdirected or misheard in the wireless transmission that Jane Lewty mentions in her 
article “Virginia Woolf and the Synapses of Radio” (2007). Formally, the elliptical 
holes in the narrative parallel the “address gap” in the modern auditory experiences of 
the wireless telegraphy, the “shards of unconnected dialogue, the hissing of static and 
superheterodyne screeching” that Woolf would have encountered in her life (Lewty, 
p.155). While Lewty emphasizes the way the “disembodied voice at the opposite end 
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of the circuit” (p.155) undermines any traditional sense of authenticity due to the 
address gap and its potential influence on Woolf’s writing, we’d like to focus on the 
elliptical nature of the sound, and how to hear (or not hear) this elliptical sound in its 
literary transfiguration, and further how it may shape Woolf’s historical thinking. If 
ellipsis evokes hypothetical hearing as Napolin suggests in our previous discussion, 
then what can we hear from the ellipses in the villagers’ singing? Further, as the 
hearing of elliptical sound has nothing to do with volume or timbre, but concerns the 
spatial configuration of audibility, that is, the distribution of sounds and their relations 
to the imputed listening subjects, we need to ask how the sounds are distributed and 
who are the imputed listening subjects.  
 
Obviously, within the narrative, the listening subjects are the members of the audience 
watching the pageant. Yet, beyond the narrative, we as readers are the listening 
subjects. From the text, we read the villagers’ singing reminds the audience of the 
Canterbury pilgrims and England in the time of Chaucer, and for some, perhaps some 
hidden emotions are aroused, like Isa, who constantly looks behind in search of her 
imagined lover (Mr. Rupert Haines, the man in grey) as she hears the villagers’ 
singing as they scoop and toss the invisible hay (BA, pp.50-1). In other words, in 
general the audience is reminded of “Scenes from England history” and their 
identification with the nation, with its culture and history, like Mrs. Manresa who 
would respond with an enthusiastic “Merry England” in “a loud cheerful voice” (BA, 
p.51). Yet, evidently there are holes in their singing, and we as readers who are 
conscious of the concept cannot ignore those ellipses. In “Broken Music, Broken 
History: Sounds and Silence in Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts” (2014), Sanja 
Bahun thus suggests, “The song purports to record the peasants’ toil and group 
memory, but the bands of silence signal ‘gaps’ in personal and group memory” 
(p.249). Here, “the bands of silence” point to those elliptical holes in singing.  
 
There is abundant textual evidence for “gaps” in personal and group memory. An 
example of personal memory is Isa’s hidden desire for Mr. Haines, which would 
forever be a secret memory in her own imaginary world, an “Inner love” (BA, p.11) 
secured in her eyes. Group memory can be discerned in the gaps witnessed in the 
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programme of the pageant that Mrs. Manresa reads and so perceives, “It would take 
till midnight unless they skipped. Early Britons; Plantagenets; Tudors; Stuarts – she 
ticked them off, but probably she had forgotten a reign or two” (BA, p.51). In fact, not 
only that “probably she had forgotten a reign or two,” but “[t]he peasants’ ‘making of 
history has long vanished from the official score” as Bahun (2014) notes, so that 
“Woolf suggests by presenting the tonally ‘occluded’ and the historically ‘obscured’ 
as isomorphic” (p.249). “Lives of the Obscure” are what Woolf always honored. 
Early in 1925, she wrote in her diary, “I want to read voraciously & gather material 
for the Lives of the Obscure – which is to tell the whole history of England in one 
obscure life after another” (D3, p.37). More than a decade later in 1940, she reiterates 
this idea, “Oh, blackberrying I conceived, or remoulded, an idea for a Common 
History book – to read from one end of lit. including biog; & range at will, 
consecutively” (D5, p.318). This “Common History book” is the unfinished project of 
which “Anon” is supposed to be the first chapter. In her notes for the book, she notes, 
“The idea of the book is to find the end of a ball of string & wind out,” and “Might 
<begin> be a fictitious review of a [book] hist of Eng. lit.” (qtd. in Silver, pp.373-4). 
Yet, she is quite uncomfortable with the present method of writing history, as she 
complains in her diary (on 26 October 1940): 
 
“The complete Insider” – I have just coined this title so express my feeling 
towards George Trevelyan; who has been made Master of Trinity: whose 
history of England I began after tea […] I like outsiders better. Insiders write a 
colourless English. They are turned out by the University machine. I respect 
them. […] I dont love them. I dont savour them. Insiders are the glory of the 
19th century. They do a great service like Roman roads. But they avoid the 
forests & the will o the wisps. (D5, p.333) 
 
At the time, Woolf was reading Trevelyan’s History of England (1926), which is also 
the “archetype” of the Outline of History that Lucy reads in the novel. Woolf marks 
historicists (like George Trevelyan) as Insiders who are “turned out by the University 
machine,” and only honor “the glory” of history. She does not love them, and means 
to write “What it omits,” and “write lit the other way round” (qtd. in Silver, p.374). In 
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other words, while the Insiders “avoid the forests & the will o the wisps,” she as 
Outsiders would embrace them. This division between Insiders and Outsiders 
immediately links us to Woolf’s anti-war pamphlet Three Guineas (1938), in which 
she proposes to establish an Outsiders’ Society, which should “consist of educated 
men’s daughters working in their own class […] and by their own methods for liberty, 
equality and peace. Their first duty, to which they would bind themselves not by oath, 
for oaths and ceremonies have no part in a society which must be anonymous and 
elastic before everything, would be not to fight with arms” (TG, p.106). Again, Woolf 
emphasizes the “anonymous” quality of the society, even though inevitably it must be 
“named” as the Outsiders’ Society, “If name it must have” (TG, p.106) within the 
discourse of language. The Outsiders should have their “own methods for liberty, 
equality and peace.” The same is to the writing of literature and history. Notably, as 
Woolf finishes drafting Pointz Hall, she writes in her diary (23 November 1940): 
 
I am a little triumphant about the book. I think its an interesting attempt in a 
new method. I think its more quintessential than the others. […] This book 
was only (I must note) written at intervals when the pressure was at its highest, 
during the drudgery of Roger. I think I shall make this then my scheme: if the 
new book can be made to serve as daily drudgery […] then I shall brew some 
moments of high pressure. (D5, pp.340-1) 
 
This method of writing “at intervals” or “with [her] brain half asleep” (Woolf notes in 
the letter that refuses to publish the novel) makes the novel “more quintessential than 
the others.” Therefore, she decides to apply the method to the writing of her “new 
book,” the Common History book we just mentioned above. In other words, it would 
be in the “intervals” and with her brain half asleep that Woolf would like to write 
history so as to catch “the will o the wisps” and the anonymous voice, “the voice that 
filled in pauses, and added sometimes a nonsensical chorus.” In the text, the singing is 
made nonsensical because of the ellipses that resist meaning rhythmically. Obviously, 
Woolf writes elliptical rhythm into the villagers’ singing, and the rhythm makes the 
singing sound against the “glory” of history written by the Insiders. Additionally, it 
opens up a sonic space where the anonymous voice resonates. “Chuff, chuff, chuff 
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went the machine” (BA, p.51), similarly the rhythm is written into the sound of the 
machine which is supposed to play some music to arouse the audience’s patriotic 
emotion. Yet, disappointingly the machine always malfunctions. Its ineffectiveness 
changes the music into nonsensical “chuff, chuff, chuff” or “tick, tick, tick” as the 
wind blows away the villagers’ singing. “Tick, tick, tick the machine continued,” and 
the sound “seemed to hold [the audience] together, tranced” (BA, p.51). And in their 
entranced state, the audience makes different responses to this sound: 
 
“Marking time,” said old Oliver beneath his breath. 
“Which don’t exist for us,” Lucy murmured. “We’ve only the present.” 
“Isn’t that enough?” William asked himself. Beauty – isn’t that enough? But 
here Isa fidgeted. […] “No, not for us, who’ve the future,” she seemed to say. 
The future disturbing our present. (BA, p.51) 
 
Within the sound, time seems to be stripped or layered. For old Oliver, the retired 
colonel, the ticking of the machine marks time progressively; for Lucy, the 
“seraphically” beaming figure, time is changeless for “Heaven was changeless” (BA, 
p.104); whereas for William, and Isa who is at “the age of the century, thirty-nine” 
(BA, p.14), the comparatively younger generation, they sense the uneasiness of the 
future in the present, “The future disturbing our present.” Considering the fictive time 
(mid-June of 1939) is set closely before the Second World War, this talking of “future” 
inevitably alludes to the breakout of the war. Yet, this feeling of uneasiness is not 
explicitly narrated. As Woolf deletes the phrase “[in this crisis]” in the manuscript, 
this feeling of the imminent danger becomes concealed, but aesthetically it haunts the 
narrative. Notably, several diary entries Woolf made just days before the breakout of 
the war captures this feeling of crisis: 
 
Perhaps it is more interesting, to describe ‘The Crisis’ than R[oger]’s love 
affairs. Yes we are in the very thick of it. Are we at war? […] Ch[amberlai]n 
says danger imminent. […] Rather like a herd of sheep we are. No enthusiasm. 
Patient bewilderment. [25 August 1939] (D5, pp.230-1) 
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[…] in a perfect blue summer afternoon sky. Not a sound. […] But theres a 
vast calm cold gloom. And the strain. […] But the point is one is too numbed 
to think. London seemed cheery. Most people are numb & have a surface 
optimism. […] We privately are so content. Bliss day after day. So happy 
cooking dinner, reading, playing bowls. No feeling of patriotism. How to go 
on, through war? – thats the question. [28 August 1939] (D5, p.231) 
 
Just as Woolf describes, “we are in the very thick of it,” the audience in the novel is in 
the very thick of the crisis as well. Though sensing the “danger imminent,” like 
people in the real world who are too numbed to think and lost in a surface cheery 
optimism, “happy cooking dinner, reading, playing bowls,” the audience gathering 
around Pointz Hall are watching a pageant in a similarly “perfect blue summer 
afternoon.” Yet, underneath lurks “wells of pessimism” (D5, p.231). “And the strain” 
is intensified as the fictive time is intentionally drawn backward before the breakout 
of the war. As Trina Thompson (2014) suggests: 
 
Although fictional, this work seems to follow Roland Barthes’s dictum on the 
writing of history and the effect of historical time. In his essay “The Discourse 
of History,” Barthes postulates that “the nearer we are to the historian’s own 
time, the more strongly the pressure of the uttering makes itself felt, and the 
slower the history becomes. There is no such thing as isochrony – and to say 
this, is to attack implicitly the linearity of the discourse.” Thus, while Woolf 
must suffer the war, the residents and guests of fictional Pointz Hall remain 
poised before the violence. This temporal bifurcation plays an important role 
in constructing the complex texture of the novel. (p.205) 
 
Significantly, Thompson further emphasizes, “In fact, the mere act of prying apart the 
strands of history – the creation of space – is a sonic act, one that allows for echoes, 
for the noisy layering of sounds” (p.205). This sonic perception of the temporal 
bifurcation is instructive. While in her article Thompson focuses on interpreting music 
as both symbol and process (via “motivic repetition and development,” “creation of 
compound melody, a relative of counterpoint,” etc.) to construct the texture of the 
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novel  (p.210), we will focus more on the elliptical nature of sound and interpret how 
the elliptical sound enhances the temporal bifurcation. Further, we argue this sonic-
temporal bifurcation generates an “apotropaic” way of writing history, which resists 
the historicist progressivism by reconstructing the historical time in a dialectical 
triangulation of the past, present and future in a messianic now-time. In Benjamin’s 
philosophy, the messianic now-time is a monadic moment that entails a revolutionary 
chance to liberate the anonymous and the oppressed. Though in Woolf’s novel there is 
no political revolution in Benjamin’s sense, the monadic moments are sonically 
intensified to bring about revolutions in language and writing with “liberated prose” 
that is distinguished for its fragmentation and elliptical rhythm.  
 
In the chuff-chuff-chuff sound of the machine, we witness the audience’s different 
responses to the sense of time, which somehow remind us of an interrogation of time 
in “The Moment: Summer’s Night.” In the beginning of the essay, as the night is 
falling, the narrator asks, “Yet what composed the present moment? If you are young, 
the future lies upon the present, like a piece of glass, making it tremble and quiver. If 
you are old, the past lies upon the present, like a thick glass, making it waver, 
distorting it” (“The Moment,” p.3). The statement indicates in Woolf’s context the 
present is not a definite point, but in dialectical, unstable relationships with the past 
and the future. For the old, the past lies upon the present, making it waver and 
distorted; for the young, the future lies upon the present, making it tremble and quiver. 
Importantly, we find in the interacting relationships, the nexus is in the “present.”  
 
This dialectic constellation of the past-present-future has scholars link Woolf’s 
philosophy of history with that of her contemporary Walter Benjamin (1892-1940). In 
“The Burden of the Past, the Dialectics of the Present: Notes on Virginia Woolf’s and 
Walter Benjamin’s Philosophies of History” (2008), Sanja Bahun makes a 
comparison between the two and argues the structural and discursive basis of their last 
writings is “the function of the shared subject-matter: how to write history,” and “it is 
primarily in the relation of the three aspects of time as shot through by the socio-
political moment of ‘the now of recognizability’ that Benjamin’s and Woolf’s 
philosophies of history are commensurate” (pp.103-4). In the statement, the phrase 
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“the now of recognizability” is from Benjamin’s essay “On the Concept of History” 
written just before his suicide in 1940, and in “Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of 
History’” (1940), Benjamin further elucidates: 
 
The saying that the historian is a prophet facing backward can be understood 
in two ways. Traditionally it has meant that the historian, transplanting himself 
into a remote past, prophesies what was regarded as the future at that time but 
meanwhile has become the past. This view corresponds exactly to the 
historical theory of empathy, which Fustel de Coulanges encapsulated in the 
following advice: “Si vous voulez reviver une époque, oubliez que vous savez 
ce qui s’est passé après elle.” [If you want to relive an epoch, forget that you 
know what happened after it.] – But the saying can also be understood to mean 
something quite different: the historian turns his back on his own time, and his 
seer’s gaze is kindled by the peaks of earlier generations as they sink further 
and further into the past. Indeed, the historian’s own time is far more distinctly 
present to this visionary gaze than it is to the contemporaries who “keep step 
with it.” The concept of a present which represents the intentional subject 
matter of a prophecy is defined by Turgot […] as an essentially and 
fundamentally political concept. “Before we have learned to deal with things 
in a given position,” says Turgot, “it has already changed several times. Thus, 
we always find out too late about what has happened. And therefore, it can be 
said that politics is obliged to foresee the present.” It is precisely this concept 
of the present which underlies the actuality of genuine historiography. (p.405) 
 
As to the two ways of “facing backward,” the first is steadily implanted in the past, 
which Benjamin calls historicism, whereas the second stood on a dynamic present, 
which is called historical materialism. It is the second way of facing backward on the 
dynamic concept of the present, “the now of recognizibility,” or “now-time,” that 
supports the philosophy of historical materialism. For Benjamin, “The true image of 
the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image that flashes up at the 
moment of its recognizability, and is never seen again;” therefore, “Articulating the 
past historically does not mean recognizing it ‘the way it really was.’ It means 
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appropriating a memory as it flashes up in a movement of danger,” and it is the 
historical materialists’ task to “hold fast that image of the past which unexpectedly 
appears to the historical subject in a moment of danger” (“Concept,” pp.390-1). In 
other words, while historicism presents an “eternal image of the past,” historical 
materialism presents “a given experience with the past, an experience [that] stands 
unique” (“Eduard Fuchs,” p.29) in the dialectical, constructive constellation of the 
past, the present and the future. Significantly, for Benjamin, this constellation is 
“saturated with tensions” (as it is “in a moment of danger”), and entails “a messianic 
arrest of happening,” or “a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past” 
that would blast out the continuum of history (“Concept,” p.396).  
 
As to this historical materialist way of “facing backward,” Benjamin also creates an 
image of “Angel of History” to illustrate this idea. In section IX of the essay, he 
quotes from a poem Gerhard Scholem wrote as a present for Benjamin’s twenty-ninth 
birthday in 1921, “Greetings from the Angelus”: “My wing is ready for flight, // I 
would like to turn back.” Benjamin considered this as his epitaph, and used a drawing 
of Paul Klee, Angelus Novus to explain his philosophy: “His face is turned toward the 
past. Where a chain of events appears before us, he sees one single catastrophe, which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at his feet. The angel would like to 
stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is 
blowing from Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it is so strong that the angel 
can no longer close them. This storm drives him irresistibly into the future to which 
his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows toward the sky. What we 
call progress is this storm” (“Concept,” p.392. italics in original).  
 
The awkward position of the angel – facing backward to the future – vividly 
illustrates the dialectical nature of historical materialism. As Susan Handelman (1991) 
suggests, there is “an apocalyptic disjunctive link – not one of linear causality” in this 
“seemingly backward move” of the angel of history; “[t]he foundation of hope 
becomes remembrance” (pp.347-8); yet, essentially the remembrance could not be “a 
chain of events,” but “wreckage piling upon wreckage” in one single catastrophe. The 
term “catastrophe” immediately brings us back to the “moment of danger” when the 
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memory of the past flashes up to meet the present. Elsewhere, Benjamin calls this 
encounter “a monad” in which “thinking is crystallized” and time “has come to a 
standstill” (“Concept,” p.396). Thinking comes to a stop and gives the constellation a 
shock. In Bahun’s (2008) words, “a moment in the past and a moment in the present 
coalesce explosively, subverting the continuum of history and providing the historian 
with a theoretical and practical model for altering the present” (p.110). This “model” 
can be applied to the interpretation of Woolf’s novel. 
 
In Between the Acts, Woolf intentionally sets the novel closely before the breakout of 
the war. Like the angel of history, she has also turned her back to the future, facing 
backward to “foresee the present.” This intentional facing backward or turning away, 
is an “apotropaic” way of writing history. In the novel, Woolf is just writing 
“apotropaically” to avoid the evil of the war which she is actually experiencing in the 
very process of writing. Further, this “apotropaic” stance of facing backward is 
sonically enhanced by the aesthetical use of elliptical sound. The temporal bifurcation 
thus generated from this “apotropaism” is identified with the sonic elliptical space, in 
which the past and the present coalesce explosively to blast out the continuum of 
history, so that access to history is sonically reoriented. It is no longer to honor the 
civilization or culture of the victors, but to honor the anonymous voice of the 
oppressed, and even that of the non-human spheres.  
 
In the previous discussion, we come to the point where the audience is entranced by 
the elliptical chuff-chuff-chuff sound of the gramophone, witnessing their different 
responses to this sound and accordingly their different senses of time. In terms of 
Benjamin’s theory, we can thus call this “entranced” moment a “monad” where time 
comes to a standstill and is reconstructed, but a revolutionary chance is yet to come in 
Woolf’s text. Bahun points out in her article, there is “an important difference 
between Benjamin’s proposal of an active coalescence of the past and the present to 
produce the future and Woolf’s instance that the true understanding of historical 
dynamics is granted only to ‘an engaged spectator,’ or better still, an engaged 
abstinent from historical dynamics” (2008, p.108). Bahun’s observance holds true, for 
in Woolf’s text the audience does seem less active in terms of cognizing “a 
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revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed.” Even the younger generation 
who sense the future, see it more in terms of “death” rather than “a revolutionary 
chance,” as William confides to Isa: “The doom of sudden death hanging over us,” 
and “There’s no retreating and advancing” (BA, p.70). This sense of “death” is also 
reflected in Bahun’s proposition of the “engaged abstinent”: 
 
Whereas both Benjamin and Woolf relate the moment of stasis to an encounter 
with the superhistorical time of the dead (the Angel of History wants to 
‘awaken the dead’ […]), this revelatory event implies different levels and 
types of action for the two thinkers. For Benjamin, the suprahistorical stasis is 
a moment to act historically, a moment for political revolution; for Woolf, the 
revelatory stasis is a suprahistorical moment of annihilating action, of 
touching death – and, together with it, the artistic and mythmaking essence of 
life. Woolf conceives of death […] as a point of separation between the 
(transitory) self and the (ongoing) material world, where it is the property of 
the subject, however, to try to reflect on and aesthetically describe both this 
separation and the (possible) continued life of the material world irrespective 
of the subject. This vision of death […] strongly influenced Woolf’s 
interpretation of historical engagement […]. To engage with history from the 
liminal position of the subject trying to envision the world without itself 
means to perceive historical dynamics […] as possible without our physical 
presence, and yet as somehow consequential upon our present activity. (2008, 
p.108) 
 
If we compare Bahun’s proposition of the “engaged abstinent” with the concept of 
elliptical sound, indeed we find the two share a common ground, in the sense that 
both of them calls for a subject vexed in the paradox of appearing and disappearing. 
While the elliptical sound disappears as soon as it appears, the “engaged abstinent” 
cannot fully engage with the dynamics of history in a similar way, and consequently 
is represented in an aesthetic vision of death that helps the subject to perceive the 
world dialectically. This concept of “engaged abstinent” is instructive, and we 
propose this concept of “engaged abstinent” which tries to access history from the 
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liminal position and without a fixed subjectivity is another “apotropaic” way of 
writing history, and complies with the basic elliptical nature of the novel on the whole. 
In addition, though as Bahun suggests, the “engaged abstinent” seem less interested in 
“political revolution” (as in Benjamin’s context), and more in annihilating action by 
aesthetically touching death, we suggest this gesture cannot fully explain the concept 
of the “engaged abstinent.” In Woolf’s text, the vision of death is sonically 
accompanied by the use of elliptical sound, which opens up new spaces or “small 
gateways” through which the Messiah might enter. The “dead” could be redeemed, 
not necessarily via “political revolution,” but a language of “liberated prose” which 
could liquidate the epic writing of history that honors only the victors and their 
civilization, and turn to the anonymous and even the non-human.  
 
As we read, the doom of sudden death hangs over the subjects, but the pageant goes 
on, with “monadic” moments constantly breaking in to block its progression. Notably, 
whenever there are moments of intervals, the elliptical sounds dominate. In the midst 
of the eighteenth century play (“Where there’s a Will there’s a Way”), as Scene Two 
ends with two lovers embracing and “The clock strikes nine,” the stage becomes 
empty, but the chorus keeps singing and moving between the trees (BA, pp.83-4). 
However, “Only a few great names – Babylon, Nineveh, Clytemnestra, Agamemnon, 
Troy – floated across the open space,” and when the wind rises, “even the great words 
became inaudible; and the audience sat staring at the villagers, whose mouth opened, 
but no sound came” (BA, p.84). As Napolin suggests, “While a subject – […] a (sound) 
subject – is being heard, it is selected and unselected at the same time” (p.122). In 
Woolf’s text, this selection of “a few great names – Babylon, Nineveh, Clytemnestra, 
Agamemnon, Troy” is of the same elliptical nature. They are selected and unselected 
at the same time. They are selected because they are names of glory. Yet, the 
deselected in the ellipses calls for imaginary hearing. As the wind rises, even these 
great names are lost in the rustle of the leaves. Ironically, what the audience hears is 
“measured” in the hollowness of the open mouths of the singing villagers. The 
emptiness of the stage is accompanied by the inaudibility of human words, and in this 
heightened ineffectiveness, Miss La Trobe senses “death.” “‘This is death,’ she 
murmured, ‘death’” (BA, p.84).  
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As mentioned, “death” is the point where the sense of subjectivity is annihilated as the 
(transitory) self experiences the (ongoing) material world. It introduces the “engaged 
abstinent.” However, the action does not end in death. Dramatically, at this point of 
death, “the cows took up the burden” (BA, p.84). “In the very nick of time,” the one 
that had lost her calf “bellowed,” and infectively, all the cows join in, “From cow 
after cow came the same yearning bellow. The whole world was filled with dumb 
yearning. It was the primeval voice sounding loud in the ear of the present moment” 
(BA, pp.84-5). In other words, in the very point of death, sound takes its action. But 
the sound is not any human sound. Unexpectedly, it is the bellowing of the cows, “the 
primeval voice sounding loud in the ear of the present moment.” The vision of death 
is therefore sonically broken. In terms of Benjamin’s theory, we may say it is the 
moment of the past and the moment of the present coalescing “explosively” in the 
bellowing of the cows. Though this sonic explosion is not exactly a “political 
revolution,” it brings in the nonhuman discourse that “predated (and will postdate) the 
existence of humans,” and anticipates “a futurity beyond the time of the human” 
(Tazudeen 2015, pp.491-2).  
 
Another notable “monadic” moment occurs as the eighteenth-century play ends and 
the gramophone resumes its ineffective state to issue chuff-chuff-chuff or tick-tick-
tick sounds “accurately, insistently” (BA, p.90). In this sound, “[t]he audience was 
wandering, dispersing,” and Isa is “escaping” (BA, p.92). However, she is unsure to 
where she is escaping, “‘Where do I wander?’ she mused. ‘Down what draughty 
tunnels? Where the eyeless wind blows? […] To issue where?” (BA, p.93). In the 
confusion, she feels she is the “last little donkey in the long caravanserai crossing the 
desert,” with the heavy burden that the past has laid on her since she was still “in the 
cradle,” those “memories; possessions” (BA, p.93). In the stasis of the ticking sound, 
again, the past coalesces with the present, but with less “explosive” effect. This time, 
the clock is yet to strike, “pointed inflexibly at two minutes to the hour” (BA, p.93). 
Time seems to stand still, but “the lightning” that Isa imagines “from the stone blue 
sky” to loose “our possessions” is yet to come. Instead, what comes after are some 
“corrupt murmurs,” “none speaks with a single voice. None with a voice free from the 
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old vibrations” (BA, p.94). The gramophone issues some street cries, “Sweet 
lavender… sweet lavender…” “Any old iron, any old iron to sell?” and among the 
audience, “D’you remember?” “I remember…” “You remember too –” (BA, pp.93-4). 
Like the repetition in the street cries, the past repeats itself, and “They remembered” 
(BA, p.94). Like Isa, everyone is burdened with past memories and possessions, as 
though they were all little donkeys “in the long caravanserai crossing the desert.”  
 
The “old vibrations” range in the audience’s heads. It is interesting to note, when 
Colonel Mayhew reads from “the blurred carbon sheet” that the nineteenth-century 
part of the pageant has left out the British Army, he is “baffled,” demands, “What’s 
history without the Army, eh?” Mrs. Mayhew then protests “after all one mustn’t ask 
too much” and similarly anticipates “a Grand Ensemble, round the Union Jack, to end 
with” (BA, p.94). In other words, their memories of the pageant tradition govern their 
expectation for the current pageant, and they feel uneasy when such memories are 
challenged by any change or omission. In “Unveiling ‘The Dialectic of Culture and 
Barbarism’ in British Pageantry,” Miller suggests, “In Britain, the pageant grew out of 
rituals adopted from the Roman occupation. Thus, even in its source, the pageant is 
entwined with political tyranny” (p.139). And considering the Second World War 
context, he also notes “the parallels between historical British pageants and modern 
day fascist spectacles,” of which he believes Woolf must be “acutely aware” (pp.139-
42). From the little caricature of Colonel and Mrs. Mayhew, it is clear that Woolf is 
aware of this connection, and implicitly criticizing the burden of such memories and 
possessions, which, in other words, are the whole ideologies of Patriarchy and 
Fascism. In Isa’s reflection, she is the little donkey forced to “Kneel down” before the 
burden, and go on “till [the] heels blister and [the] hoofs crack” (BA, p.93). In fact, 
everyone is the little donkey bearing the burden and forced to kneel down before 
Fascism and the terror of war, and this terror is aesthetically transmitted in the 
elliptical sound of the gramophone.  
 
In the interval after the nineteenth-century act, the tick-tick-tick sound resumes its 
dominance and the stage is repeatedly emphasized its emptiness. In this stasis: 
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He [Giles] said (without words) “I’m damnably unhappy.” 
“So am I,” Dodge echoed. 
“And I too,” Isa thought. 
They were all caught and caged; prisoners; watching a spectacle. Nothing 
happened. The tick of the machine was maddening. 
“On, little donkey,” Isa murmured, “crossing the desert … bearing your 
burden …”  
[…] 
“What a time they take!” she exclaimed irritably. 
“Another Interval,” Dodge read out, looking at the programme. 
“And after that, what?” asked Lucy. 
“Present time. Ourselves,” he read. (BA, p.105) 
 
The return of the donkey image in Isa’s murmur reminds us of the little donkey she 
reflected on in the previous interval, which in turn gives renewed focus to the clock 
she was waiting for to strike. The clock “pointed inflexibly at two minutes to the hour” 
yet did not strike. Instead, the moment was filled with numerous “corrupt murmurs.” 
Here, the donkey image returns, which connects the two intervals fictively. And we 
are told the audiences “were all caught and caged,” waiting for something to happen. 
Further, when the narration turns to Mrs. Manresa, the easiest “wild child” among the 
group of unhappy members, we read, “Admirable woman! You could trust her to 
crow when the hour struck like an alarm clock; to stop like an old bus horse when the 
bell rang. […] Mrs. Manresa had out her mirror and attended to her face” (BA, 
pp.105-6). The clock about to strike and the bell about to ring remind us of the clock 
pointing at two minutes to the hour due to strike in the last interval. In other words, 
the connections fictively established between the two intervals (via the image of 
donkey and the clock) make the “two minutes to the hour” stretch so long as to have 
seemingly crossed the entire nineteenth century. Further, this dilated time is sonically 
intensified by the maddening ticking of the machine, which brings all the audiences’ 
nerves “on edge”: 
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All their nerves were on edge. They sat exposed. The machine ticked. There 
was no music. The horns of cars on the high road were heard. And the swish 
of trees. They were neither one thing nor the other; neither Victorians nor 
themselves. They were suspended, without being, in limbo. Tick, tick, tick, 
went the machine. (BA, p.106) 
 
As Isa claims, “What a time they take” (BA, p.105) while the audience waits. 
Figuratively, we might say, “what a time the narrative takes” to make the clock strike 
in “two minutes,” from the nineteenth century to the “Present time. Ourselves.” The 
transition is intolerably strained. The audience is “suspended, without being, in limbo.” 
This is another state of touching death. Notably, this suspension in limbo reminds us 
of the snake “choked with a toad in its mouth” that Giles encountered earlier in the 
novel, “The snake was unable to swallow; the toad was unable to die. […] It was birth 
the wrong way round – a monstrous inversion” (BA, p.61). However, in that case 
Giles could easily have raised his foot and stamped on the “monstrous inversion,” 
while the audience is unable to act. They can only wait passively in limbo. They 
cannot be relieved by action. The state makes us think of Woolf’s description in her 
diary, “Rather like a herd of sheep we are. No enthusiasm. Patient bewilderment.” 
Woolf fictively transplants the feeling into the novel.  
 
In this deadly “Patient bewilderment” and stasis, Miss La Trobe “noted in the margin 
of her mind,” “This is death, death, death” (BA, p.107). Again, on this very edge of 
death, “the shower fell, sudden, profuse” (BA, p.107). The shower of “Tears, Tears, 
Tears” comes to relieve the audience, just as the bellowing of the cows did in the 
previous discussion, “Nature once more had taken the part. […] now that the shower 
had fallen, it was the other voice speaking, the voice that was no one’s voice. And the 
voice that wept for human pain unending said: The King is in his counting house, // 
Counting out his money, // The Queen is in her parlour…” (BA, pp.107-8). The voice 
of the rain (“no one’s voice”) intertwines with the voice issuing from the hidden 
gramophone. The voices are similarly elliptical, and could not be completed, for 
“Suddenly the tune stopped,” and “changed; snapped; broke; jagged” (BA, p.109). 
Momentarily, it is a waltz, or a fox-trot, or maybe jazz. In the constant changes, “the 
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rhythm kicked, reared, snapped short” (BA, p.109). The chaotic, unidentifiable sounds 
converge so to make the pageant a “corrupt” cacophony, “What a jangle and jingle!” 
“What a cackle, what a rattle, what a yaffle” (BA, p.109). And in this infernal chaos 
and corrupt cacophony, finally the long suspended pageant is pushed forward into the 
“Present time. Ourselves” (BA, p.109). In a word, sound relieves the sense of death.  
 
Sonically, the air of stagnancy is broken. The swallows dance to the “half known” 
rhythm, “Round and round, in and out,” “ Retreating and advancing” (BA, p.108). Yet, 
perhaps the most dramatic moment is when a herd of “riff-raff” rush out of the bushes 
in this cacophony, holding cracked mirrors in their hands, “Mopping, mowing, 
whisking, frisking,” darting, flashing and exposing (BA, p.109). And in that jangle and 
din, “The very cows joined in. Walloping, tail lashing, the reticence of nature was 
undone, and the barriers which should divide Man the Master from the Brute were 
dissolved;” so were the dogs, “[e]xcited by the uproar, scurrying and worrying” (BA, 
p.109). At this point, it seems we come to a Bakhtinian carnivalesque world where all 
the fixed rules and orders are turned upside down. The barriers between the man and 
the brute are dissolved. Even the stage seems to be more taken up by the animals’ 
(swallows, cows, dogs) dancing, walloping and scurrying, etc. Yet, it should be noted, 
all the actions take place in the “uproar.” In other words, it is the chaotic sound that 
liberates the force of the brute, or it is the corrupt cacophony that blasts open a sonic 
space where all men and non-human could play their roles equally. “Then once more, 
in the uproar which by this time has passed quite beyond control,” all the actors 
“broke away” and flooded onto the stage, “They all appeared. […] each declaimed 
some phrase or fragment from their part…” (BA, pp.109-10). And in this very climax 
of chaos, it is said, “The hands of the clock had stopped at the present moment. It was 
now. Ourselves” (BA, p.110). The emphasis of the present moment in the narrative 
just corresponds with Benjamin’s theory of now-time.  
 
The still hands of the clock “at the present moment” in Woolf’s text remind us of 
Benjamin’s description of the clock that “ma[d]e the day stand still” in his essay “On 
the Concept of History.” In section XV, he writes, “In the July Revolution an incident 
occurred in which this consciousness came into its own. On the first evening of 
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fighting, it so happened that the dials on clocktowers were being fired at 
simultaneously and independently from several locations in Paris. An eyewitness, 
who may have owed his insight to the rhyme, wrote as follows: […] [Who would 
believe it! It is said that, incensed at the hour, // Latter-day Joshuas, at the foot of 
every clocktower, // ^ere firing on clock faces to make the day stand still.]” 
(“Concept,” p.395). The clockfaces subject to gunfire that makes the day stand still 
illustrates his concept of “now-time” with a revolutionary opportunity. In parallel, we 
propose, in Woolf’s text, the still clock hands also entails a revolutionary opportunity, 
not exactly in the same sense of fighting as in the French Revolution, but a sonic 
revolution in terms of language and writing.  
 
As we read from the text, in the uproar, the situation is almost beyond control. All 
actors break away, the reticence of nature is undone, animals join in, and the barriers 
between Man (the Master) and the Brute are dissolved. Mrs. Mayhew’s expectation 
for “a Grand Ensemble” is destroyed. The “old vision” of the “whole” is shivered into 
splinters and smashed to atoms (BA, p.109). Alternatively, there are only “orts, scraps 
and fragments” like “ourselves” reflected in the broken glasses. As Benjamin suggests, 
“[i]n a materialist investigation, the epic moment will always be blown apart in the 
process of construction. The liquidation of the epic moment must be accepted,” and 
“The historical construction is dedicated to the memory of the anonymous” 
(“Paralipomena,” p.406). Further, to write the history of the anonymous, a new 
language other than the epic is needed, “liberated prose – prose which has burst the 
fetters of script [Schrift]” (“Paralipomena,” p.404). In Woolf’s text, as the present 
moment finally bursts out in the chaotic uproars, the “epic” tradition is shivered into 
splinters and smashed to atoms. If again as Benjamin suggests, “the concept of the 
present as now-time” is “shot through with splinters of messianic time,” “through 
which the Messiah might enter” (“Concept,” p.397), the Messiah that might enter in 
Woolf’s text could not be an epic hero. Rather, this figure is incarnated into “a 
megaphonic, anonymous, loud-speaking” voice (BA, p.111).   
 
In the novel, the voice appeals to the audience to “calmly consider ourselves” before 
they leave, and “talk in words of one syllable,” “break the rhythm and forget the 
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rhythm” (BA, p.111). Indeed, if there is a “rhythm” in the voice, it is broken and 
elliptical. Rather than an “affirmation” (BA, p.111), it is more a distorted patch of 
“orts, scraps and fragments.” Notably, while the voice is speaking, and asking, “how’s 
this wall, the great wall, which we call, perhaps miscall, civilization, to be built by 
[…] orts, scraps and fragments,” the mirrors are still flickering and flashing (BA, 
p.111). In “‘Dispersed Are We’: Mirroring and National Identity in Virginia Woolf’s 
Between the Acts” (2006), Galia Benziman suggests, the images that the cracked 
mirrors create are “horrifying, disfigured, disorienting;” the mirror “exposes an 
alarming void; the audience does not know who it is, and possesses no coherent, 
stable identity” (p.66). In the text, the audience reflects, “Ourselves? But that’s cruel. 
To snap us as we are, before we’ve had time to assume … And only, too, in parts … 
That’s what’s so distorting and upsetting and utterly unfair” (BA, p.109). Indeed, it is 
“an agonizing experience” that is contradictory to the “flattering and stable sense of 
collective selfhood,” which is “based on a dynamics of exclusion, on a negation of the 
‘other,’ and whose “orientation is militaristic and totalitarian” (Benziman, pp.66-7). 
We argue, the distorted images with the broken rhythm of the voice thus constitute the 
“liberated prose” that Benjamin advocates for the historical writing of the anonymous.  
 
Differently from the “epic” writing of the traditional pageantry that generates only 
passive spectators to “consume the spectacle” (Miller, p.139) and conforms to the 
national spirit subject to the political authority, “liberated prose” takes as its task to 
“arouse the spectators from their passivity and increase their awareness from their role 
as active historical agents” (Benziman, p.66). In Woolf’s text, the anonymous voice 
enjoins the audience to think about themselves, and how civilization could be built by 
the “orts, scraps and fragments” like themselves, or even how “civilization” might 
have been a miscalled term. This interrogation of the miscalled civilization makes us 
think of Benjamin’s statement: “There is no document of culture which is not at the 
same time a document of barbarism” (“Concept,” p.392). Yet, the voice does not give 
any explicit answer. Rather, it dies away in ellipsis, “All you can see of yourselves is 
scraps, orts and fragments? Well then listen to the gramophone affirming...” (BA, 
p.112). It does not affirm anything other than being drowned in a medley of 
unrecognizable tunes, “Fox trot, Sweet lavender, Home Sweet Home, Rule Britannia 
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[…] was it Bach, Handel, Beethoven, Mozart or nobody famous, but merely a 
traditional tune?” (BA, p.112). Further, as the tunes issue from the machine, unknown 
forces diverge on different levels, and “On different levels ourselves went forward as 
well” (BA, p.112). “Was that voice ourselves? Scraps, orts and fragments, are we, also, 
that?” (BA, p.112). The narrative voice once again incites us to think about the same 
question. However, the voice only “died away” (BA, p.112). 
 
The voice dies away and no answer comes. What comes after is another confusing 
voice, the concluding speech of Rev. G. W. Streatfield, the spokesman of the church. 
However, what is extraordinary about his speech is not his confusing interpretation of 
the message that the pageant means to convey, but an “instance” when his speech is 
impressively “severed” by the zoom of twelve aeroplanes just flying overhead: 
 
Mr. Streatfield paused. He listened. Did he hear some distant music? 
He continued: “But there is still a deficit” (he consulted his paper) “of 
one hundred and seventy-five pounds odd. So that each of us who has enjoyed 
this pageant has still an opp…” The word was cut in two. A zoom severed it. 
Twelve aeroplanes in perfect formation like a flight of wild duck came 
overhead. That was the music. The audience gaped; the audience gazed. Then 
zoom became drone. The planes had passed. 
“…portunity,” Mr. Streatfield continued, “to make a contribution.” (BA, 
pp.114-5. italics in original) 
 
Mechanically, the word “opportunity” is cut into two. In between the two parts of the 
word is the “music” that Mr. Streatfield and the audience heard, the zoom of twelve 
aeroplanes, which overtly points to the war. If as Napolin suggests, “The ellipses are 
not a pause, but indicate the acoustics of their imaginary space, its resonance where 
the voice of one is ending and the voice of the other begin” (p.125), the ellipsis in the 
severed word “opportunity” is a pertinent example of this statement, and represents 
the imaginary space where one voice ends and the other voices begin. The recession 
of human voice is taken up by the “music” of aeroplanes which draws away the 
audience’s attention, “The audience gaped; the audience gazed.” And in the 
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audience’s gape and gaze, we seem to hear another voice, that is, terror toward 
imminent war. Yet, the zoom becomes drone, and the planes pass by. The war makes 
its appearance in the text, but in such an elliptical way. In “Those Dots: Suspension 
and Interruption in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas and Between the Acts” (2017), 
Matthew Weber suggests, there is “a political-aesthetic refusal that is central to 
Woolf’s late writing,” which mainly relies on “the formal devices of interruption and 
suspension of recognizable politics” that calls for “clear alternatives and eager action 
– criteria that Woolf associates with patriarchal and fascist regimes alike” (p.19). 
Weber’s suggestion for “a political-aesthetic refusal” is similar to Bahun’s proposition 
of an “engaged abstinent.” But here we might say, the political-aesthetic refusal is 
sonically enacted in the “music” of aeroplanes which incites critical hearing.  
 
The elliptical nature of Mr. Streatfield’s speech recedes into an awkward silence. He 
wants to “propose a vote of thanks to the gifted lady…” but cannot find “an object 
corresponding to this description,” “‘And so…’ he paused;” “It was an awkward 
moment. How to make an end? Whom to thank?” (BA, p.115). “Whom to thank?” The 
question makes us think of Woolf’s own interrogation in her sketch plan for the novel, 
“‘I’ rejected: ‘We’ substituted: to whom at the end there shall be an invocation? 
‘We’ … composed of many different things … we all life, all art, all waifs & strays – 
a rambling capricious but somehow unified whole.” Woolf could not make the “We” 
visible. Instead, she substitutes an invisible “We” for the visible “I” in ellipsis. As Mr. 
Streatfield’s speech recedes into silence, in the absence of human voice, “Every sound 
in nature was painfully audible; the swish of the trees; the gulp of a cow; even the 
skim of the swallows over the grass could be heard” (BA, p.115). Like the bellowing 
of the cows, the pouring of rains, the sounds of nature once more assume the burden. 
They bypass human discourse and bring back primeval memory (when men were not 
yet existent) to the ear of the present time. These sounds remind the audience of their 
nakedness and bareness in the foot and skin, just as the chuckling of the daylight bird 
is meant to do in the manuscript. In other words, the end of the pageant lapses into an 
anonymous discourse, in which the convention of graves, the knowledge of “my” 
family or “yours,” are finally loosened, but where a complex communal experience of 
non-differentiation and multiplicity at the same time is promoted.   
207  
 
The message “‘I’ rejected; ‘We’ substituted” is transmitted, but elliptically in the 
monadic moments that are sonically intensified. As the audience disperses in the 
gurgling of the gramophone “Un … dis …,” the pageant is over. Yet, Woolf’s thinking 
on history is not over. There are more “acts” after the pageant, Miss La Trobe went 
into a pub and brewed new plays; the Olivers went back into Pointz Hall, and new 
dramas were going on, “Before they slept, they must fight; after they had fought, they 
would embrace. From that embrace another life might be born;” outside Pointz Hall in 
the darkness, “It was night before roads were made, or houses. It was the night that 
dwellers in caves had watched from some high place among rocks;” and “Then the 
curtain rose. They spoke” (BA, pp.129-30). But we do not know what they spoke, just 
as in the opening scene we do not know of what they were talking. Again, time seems 
to be shuffled and reconstructed. The past flashes up to coalesce with the present. 
New monadic moments might be born, which would entail more revolutionary 
chances. But as Woolf’s suicide may suggest, the action would always be elliptical. 
Thus, by creating her last novel into a play “between the acts,” Woolf elliptically 
redeems the anonymous voice she identifies in the Elizabethan play, and renovates the 
discourse of history in a sonically liberated prose.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
As we left the stage of Between the Acts just as the curtain rose, the narrator reports 
“They spoke” (BA, p.130). In other words, some unidentified sounds are still ringing 
in the elliptical sonic space that is beyond narrative. The unidentified sounds beyond 
narrative bring us back to the “pealing noise” that is situated in “the lapse within the 
symbolic” and that points to the crisis of representation in modernism. This crisis is 
related to the advent of technological revolution and the radical changes it brings to 
the perception of the world. As Woolf writes in “The Cinema”: 
 
Watching crowds, watching the chaos of the streets in the lazy way in which 
faculties detached from use watch and wait, it seems sometimes as if 
movements and colours, shapes and sounds had come together and waited for 
someone to seize them and convert their energy into art; then uncaught, they 
disperse and fly asunder again. At the cinema for a moment through the mists 
of irrelevant emotions, through the thick counterpane of immense dexterity 
and enormous efficiency one has glimpses of something vital within. But the 
kick of life is instantly concealed by more dexterity, further efficiency. (E4, 
p.352) 
 
The statement captures the modernist crisis of representation pertinently. Human 
sensory faculties become detached from use because of advanced technologies. New 
forms of movement, colours, shapes and sounds emerge and wait to be seized and 
aesthetically transformed into arts. Yet, most of them are “uncaught” before “they 
disperse and fly asunder.” As Susan Handelman (1991) acutely suggests, this is “the 
anguish of modernity” – “Repetition seeks to hold fast an original moment which by 
definition cannot be held fast but is evanescent; and the evanescent seeks to repeat 
itself but cannot. The future moments are lost as they dissolve into an unredeemed 
past, and the past consists of empty repetitive unfulfilled moments” (p.347). There are 
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too many “unfulfilled moments” in terms of representation, and the advent of modern 
technologies intensifies this anguished situation of modernity.  
 
In Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics (2002), Sara Danius 
claims that, “Technology […] enters […] as an emblem of historical rupture” (p.189). 
It is a rupture because it distorts the conventional “organic” (Danius, p.189) or human 
way of experiencing the world, and pushes representational anguish to a higher level. 
However, it is also in this rupture that modernist writing gets its fertilizer, as Pavlina 
Radia (2016) suggests: “one of the most challenging aims of art movements in the 
first half of twentieth-century was to find some kind of ‘magic formula’ that would 
create the new out of the destruction of the old, while simultaneously glorifying what 
it destroyed” (p.105). In other words, if the new technologies have “destroyed” the 
conventional ways of perception of the world, it is the modernist writers’ task to find 
some “magic formula” out of the destruction and enrich the reservoir of aesthetics 
which we therefore identify as modernism.  
 
Following this lead, we thus propose one “magic formula” that the modernists find 
particularly conducive is a technologically mediated auditory imagination. As Angela 
Frattarola (2018) points out, the changes in auditory perception brought about by 
auditory technologies “have prompted modernist writers to take up the challenge of 
making their narrative auditory” (p.162). One the one hand, they “compete with 
auditory technologies” to “create noisily appealing fictional world,” and on the other 
hand, they bring readers into an aural experience that “reflects a larger cultural shift in 
the modernist period,” that is, “from a presumed reliance on vision as the primary 
means of knowing to a growing skepticism of vision” (pp.162-3). In fact, both aspects 
shape the main structure of this thesis, as shown in chapters on The Voyage Out 
(Chapter Two) and Jacob’s Room (Chapter Three). There we discussed how 
unconscious listening to keynote sounds in lo-fi soundscapes instructs an unconscious 
listening to Beethoven’s music in Woolf’s novel, and how ambient sounds (noises) 
are brought into Woolf’s literary soundscape to subvert the “visual-based notions of 
rationality and subjectivity rooted in antiquity and the Enlightenment” and in turn 
arouse in readers “a vibrational sympathy” (Frattarola 2018, pp.10, 163). In Viet 
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Erlmann’s words, it helps to “defy the stability of Cartesian representation and instead 
involve resonance, oscillation, and vibration, in short, acoustics” (qtd. in Frattarola 
2018, p.163). 
 
Yet, because of this “resonance, oscillation, and vibration,” acoustics can never be 
purely acoustic, but audiovisual or synesthetic. Therefore, in the latter chapters (four 
and five) on Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, and The Waves, we explored how 
Woolf creates soundscapes of synesthesia from different approaches, i.e. by adapting 
the older forms of arts (Greek chorus and elegy) with modern auditory experiences, or 
interacting with other art forms (music and painting) via an abstract “point” with inner 
sound to create a synesthetic soundscape in a colour-sound-movement triad. However, 
we cannot forget Radia’s proposition that the “magic formula” of modernist art is in 
creating the new out of destruction, and where art “presents itself as the bearer of a 
power of destruction” (Badiou, qtd. in Radia, p.152). Therefore, in the last chapter on 
Between the Acts, we moved away from the study of a saturated synesthetic 
soundscape to an inquiry of an elliptical acoustic space that is homogenous to the 
destructive nature of the modernist “magic formula.” This elliptical space is the very 
threshold of audition, and in a way resembles the “address gap” in modern wireless 
communication. It opens up a space where time can be reconstructed in a dialectical 
constellation of the past, present and future, and entails revolutionary opportunities in 
language and writing. In all, it provides Woolf with an acoustic space to rethink 
history and culture, and an intellectual stand to fight against Fascism and Patriarchy.  
 
In sum, by examining the soundscapes in Woolf’s novels, this thesis shows how 
modern auditory experiences can function as “a formal model” (North, qtd. in 
Frattarola 2018, p.9) for Woolf’s modernist experiment on novel writing. And by 
attuning our ears to unconscious hearing, ambient hearing, synesthetic hearing, and 
elliptical hearing, like her character Miss La Trobe, the mysterious playwright, who 
“douches” her audience with a cacophonic pageant that is beyond their expectation, 
Woolf also douches our ears with “vigorous and stimulating” sounds that are 
aesthetically molded in various soundscapes. These sounds will be like the waves 
sounding on and on, “unvanquished and unyielding” (W, p.213), incessantly and 
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relentlessly, to keep our “passion for the real” alive, and allure us to interrogate the 
truth that “is bound to reach us in rather an exhausted and chaotic condition” 
(“Character in Fiction,” p.435). Thus, acoustic hearing of Woolf’s novels should 
become a “habit,” as Mark M. Smith (2014) suggests for scholars in Sound Studies, a 
habit of sound consciousness and intersensoriality.  
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